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ABSTRACT 
A SOCIAL RELATIONAL MODEL FOR FIRM-HOSTED 
VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES: THE ROLE OF FIRM SUPPORT 
Tung Duy Cu 
Old Dominion University, 2008 
Chairman: Dr. Kiran W. Karande 
Since the ease of participation and the usefulness of information provided by online 
groups continue to proliferate in the World Wide Web, people increasingly participate in 
different forms of virtual community (i.e. online forums, bulletin boards, message boards, 
chat rooms) for their purposes, such as solving problems, building social relationships, 
sharing passions, developing professionals. 
Accordingly, an increasing number of companies are now attempting to exploit this 
phenomenon by hosting and supporting their own online community for commercial and 
non-commercial purposes, such as building relationships with their customers, getting 
their feedback, strengthening the brand, and reducing customer service costs by enabling 
customer-to-customer problem solving (e.g. Wiertz and Ruyter, 2007). Typical examples 
of these firm-hosted online communities are Dell Community, Lego® Message Boards, 
Manhattan GMAT Forums, Ford Forums, iPod (Apple) Discussions, etc. 
The purpose of this study is to examine factors such as consumers' feelings (sense of 
community, trust) and the host firm's supports that motivate consumers to exhibit their 
voluntary contributions and continue their membership in a firm-hosted online 
community. 
This dissertation conceptualizes a relational social model in which sense of virtual 
community and virtual community loyalty are hypothesized to influence customer trust in 
the host firm and customer citizenship performance (loyalty intention to the host firm, 
voluntary participation, voluntary cooperation), respectively. Three components of the 
firm's support to the virtual community - support for member communication, content 
enhancement and recognition for contribution - are theorized to moderate the 
relationships between sense of virtual community and trust, and between virtual 
community loyalty and customer citizenship performance. 
The overall finding that emerges from the dissertation is that customer citizenship 
performance is impacted by a customer's sense of virtual community, loyalty to the 
community, and customer trust in the host firm. Of the three firm support variables, only 
support for member communication moderates the relationship between virtual 
community loyalty and voluntary participation. 
The dissertation makes four theoretical and managerial contributions. First, the paper 
presents an interdisciplinary review of extant literature on firm-hosted virtual 
communities and builds on it to develop a conceptualization of relationships between 
customer-customer social outcomes and customer-business relational outcomes. Second, 
while previous research has predominantly focused on firm support as an antecedent of 
trust in customer-business dyadic relationships (Porter, 2004), this research investigates 
the role of firm support as a moderator of social relational relationships. Third, the study 
extends the notion of relationship marketing to include customer-customer relationships 
which has been forgotten in the marketing literature (Clark & Martin, 1994). The 
implication is that the host firm can use customers themselves to build long-term 
customer relationships, and based on it to maintain and increase the firm's market share. 
Finally, from a managerial perspective, this study proposes a general framework that can 
enable companies to better understand some of the key aspects that define and drive 
loyalty in online communities. Since sense of community is unique to a specific 
community, this dissertation also illustrates that a virtual community is an inimitable 
asset which can be used as a strategic tool to build competitive advantage by a firm in an 
online environment. 
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Virtual communities (VC) defined as a web of personal relationship in cyberspace 
(Rheingold, 1993) have recently been a new business model employed to increase 
customer relation & loyalty (Armstrong & Hagel, 1996). Both web-based and traditional 
companies have started establishing their own virtual community sites to attract potential 
customers to their homepages (Kozinets, 1999). For example, Sun's Java center 
community is the host of many Java language creators, developers and architects from 
many firms across countries to share their solutions and knowledge and to make 
significant investments in building and facilitating the communities (Williams and 
Cothrel 2000). Members of European car clubs (e.g., BMW, Volkswagen) not only meet 
face-to-face on a regular basis, but also communicate extensively with one another online 
through e-mail lists, bulletin boards (Brown et al., 2003). Establishing a place to make 
VC members interact with each other is a powerful way to increase net gain (Hagel & 
Armstrong, 1997). 
From Hagel & Armstrong's manuscript in 1997, marketing researchers and scholars from 
other disciplines have found more interested in studying virtual communities (Bagozzi & 
Dholakia, 2002; Dholakia et al, 2004; Muniz & O'guinn, 2001; Porter, 2004; Ridings et 
al., 2002). Many reasons underlie this interest including virtual community sustain (Teo 
et al., 2003); VC successful factors (Williams & Cothrel, 2000); the optimal size of a 
specific VC (Orman, 2006); increasing participation (Bishop, 2006); VC participants' 
attitudes and behaviors (Nonnecke et al., 2006); factors influencing members' knowledge 
sharing, learning, and posting behaviors (Chiu et al., 2006; Hsu et al., 2007); technology 
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acceptance model of a specific VC (Hsu & Lu, 2005); brand building in VC (Muniz & 
O'Guinn, 2001); relationships among different VC participants (Farquhar & Rowley). 
While marketing researchers focus on customer-business relationships and relational 
outcomes such as loyalty and purchasing intention, researchers from other disciplines 
interest in member-member relationships and social outcomes such as social capital, 
knowledge and professionals. There is no empirical research that combines both 
perspectives to study virtual communities. Moreover, while research on supports by VC 
members has received more interest in the literature (Ridings et al., 2002), empirical 
studies in VC have paid insufficient attention to the moderating role of the firm's 
supports in the context of a virtual community. 
The purpose of this research is to develop and estimate a conceptual model of how 
different aspects of customer-customer social outcomes influence on customer-business 
relational outcomes under moderating effects of the firm's supports in the context of a 
virtual community. Specific research questions to be explored include the following: 
• Whether social outcomes of customer-customer interactions have positive effects on 
relational outcomes of business-customer relationship? Or in other words, how trust in 
the host firm and sense of virtual community mediate the impacts of firm-related 
supports and VC members-related supports on the community-expected and the firm-
expected outcomes? 
• How firm-related variables - support for member communication, content 
enhancement and recognition for contribution - moderate the relationship between 
customer-customer social outcomes and customer-business relational outcomes? 
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• How firm-related variables - support for member communication, content 
enhancement and recognition for contribution - foster consumer trust in the host firm 
and consumer sense of virtual community? 
• How VC member-related variables - perceived member's support and level of 
involvement - contribution to the creation of sense of virtual community? 
Contributions: theoretical and managerial. 
This paper makes four theoretical and managerial key contributions. First, the paper 
presents an interdisciplinary review of extant literature on firm-hosted virtual 
communities and builds on it to develop a conceptualization of relationships between 
customer-customer social outcomes and customer-business relational outcomes. Second, 
while previous research has predominantly focused on firm supports as antecedents of 
trust in customer-business dyadic relationships (porter, 2004), this paper investigates the 
role of firm supports as moderators of social relational relationships. Third, the study 
extends the notion of relationship marketing to include customer-customer relationships 
which has been forgotten in the marketing literature (Clark & Martin, 1994). The 
implication is that the host firm can use customers themselves to build long-term 
customer relationship and bases on it to maintain and increase the firm's market share. 
Four, this study managerially proposes that the development of a general framework 
could enable companies to understand better some of the key aspects that define and 
drive loyalty in online communities. The paper also illustrates that a virtual community is 
an imitable asset which can be used as a strategic tool to build competitive advantage of 




This chapter describes a review of the virtual community literature. The chapter begins 
with the concept and typology of virtual communities. It then presents current theories 
and multi-discipline perspectives regarding the VC research. Finally, the chapter focuses 
on main constructs that contribute to the proposed model. 
THE CONCEPT OF COMMUNITY 
There is a wide variety of community conception. From an anthropological perspective, 
the traditional community could be defined as a collective of kinship networks, which 
share a common geographic territory, history, and value system, usually rooted in a 
common religion (Jones 1997). This perspective primarily focuses on tangible and 
physical connection. 
Within the foundational sociological literature, Hillery (1955) uncovered ninety-four 
different definitions of community. He suggested that the only common dimension 
among the definitions was that communities are concerned with people. Lawrence (1995) 
defined community with three elements: sustained social interaction, standards, and 
membership. This perspective mainly concentrates on intangible and social connection. 
Most scholars would agree that community members have shared understandings, values 
or purposes (Gusfield 1978), a sense of common character, identity or interest (Fernback 
& Thompson 1999). Therefore, communities tend to be identified on the basis of 
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commonality or identification among their members, whether a neighborhood, an 
occupation, a leisure pursuit, or devotion to a brand (McAlexander et al. 2002). 
There is also a lack of agreement about the definition of virtual community. Howard 
Rheingold is the first to coin the term virtual community and his definition is probably 
the most frequently quoted one. Rheingold defines virtual communities as "social 
aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on public discussions 
long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in 
cyberspace" (Rheingold 1993). Moreover, there are a lot of phrases to express a virtual 
community, such as 
• General terms - Virtual communities, online communities, Internet communities, 
computer-mediated communities, electronic communities, and cyber communities. 
• Content, purpose - Communities of interest, communities of relationship, 
communities of fantasy, communities of practice, transaction communities, brand 
communities, consumer communities, and support communities. 
• Small groups - Tribes, boards, forums, rooms, rings, lists, dungeons, and portals. 
• Network-based - Arpanet, Usenet, Internet, intranet, email, chat systems, 
conferencing systems, graphical worlds, electronic auctions, and online payment 
systems. 
These inconsistencies leaded to a debate about the appropriateness of the community 
concept to describe online groups. According to Watson (1997), most online relations are 
characterized by a lack of commitment and dedication since people pretend to be a 
completely different person than in reality. He argued that the inferior communication 
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exists because social cues like gestures, intonation, and facial expressions are lacking. 
Thus, the term "virtual" means unreal and insincere. 
Another research into computer-mediated communication has shown that it is indeed 
possible to exchange emotions and build affectionate relationships via computer networks 
(e.g., Walther 1992, 1995). Online virtual community which unrestrained by time and 
space can do just about everything people do in real life while leaving our bodies behind 
(Kim et al., 2004). 
The online virtual community is similar to a social community in that it allows for social 
interaction among its members using the Internet (Hagel and Armstrong, 1997). VC 
definitions still vary depending on the purpose of VC studies. For example, virtual 
communities are viewed as consumer groups of varying sizes that meet and interact 
online for the sake of achieving personal as well as shared goals of their members 
(Dholakia et al., 2004); Virtual communities can be defined as groups of people with 
common interests and practices that communicate regularly and for some duration in an 
organized way over the Internet through a common location or mechanism (Ridings et 
al., 2002). 
In their brand building study, Muniz and O'Guinn (2001) define a VC via three core 
components or markers of community: (1) consciousness of kind is the intrinsic 
connection that members feel toward one another, and the collective sense of difference 
from others not in the community; (2) shared rituals and traditions perpetuate the 
community's shared history, culture, and consciousness; and (3) a sense of moral 
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responsibility is a felt sense of duty or obligation to the community as a whole, and to its 
individual members. 
Because community feelings (a sense of community) and behaviors do not always exist 
among people who interact with each other online, the term virtual community should be 
reserved for those in which a sense of virtual community (SoVC) has been observed. All 
others should be referred to as virtual groupings, collectives, or settlements (Blanchard & 
Markus, 2004). Therefore, according to them, virtual communities are referred to as 
virtual groupings, collectives, or settlements in which SoVC has been observed. 
In short, firm-hosted virtual communities1 targeted in this study can be defined as firm-
hosted online aggregations of customers who collectively co-produce and consume 
content about a commercial or non-commercial activity that is central to their interest by 
exchanging intangible resources. These intangible resources can take the form of 
information, knowledge, socio-emotional support, and the like (Wiertz & Ruyter, 2007). 
TRADITIONAL VS. VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES 
Unlike traditional community, the online virtual community was established with 
computer interface among people who have similar interests and experiences (Rheingold, 
1993). 
On one hand, traditional communities are characterized with social control function, 
particularly liberating, more mandatory imposed by chance of birth or proximity of 
residence (Bagozzi & Dholakia 2002). Thus, by nature, there is a common obligation in a 
traditional community. 
1 Synonymous to "Virtual Community" the term "Online Community" can be used. 
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On the other hand, virtual communities are driven by voluntary choice, pleasure, task-
oriented of self rather conformity. VC members have a common interest and much more 
influence and feelings of connectedness (Blanchard & Markus, 2004). 
TYPOLOGY OF VIRTUAL COMMUNITY 
In general, online communities have three common dimensions: purpose, platform and 
structure. 
Purpose: communities are distinguished on the basis of the central goal - information 
exchange, social ties or mixed - for which they are organized. For example, communities 
of relationships, communities of interest, communities of fantasy, and communities of 
professionals or practice. Other communities with specific names such as community of 
ethnicity (Mitra 1999), community of consumption (Kozinets 1999), brand community 
(McWilliam 2000; Muniz & O'Guinn 2001; McAlexander et al. 2002), tourist 
community (Wang, Yu & Fessenmaier 2002), and support community (Warisse Turner, 
Grube & Meyers 2001). 
Platform: communities are designed to have synchronous, asynchronous or hybrid 
communication in various software systems. For example, email lists, asynchronous 
boards, synchronous chat rooms, text-based or graphical fantasy worlds, game online, 
electronic auctions or online buying functionalities. 
Structure: communities are organized upon six type of structure such as 
• Commercial vs. Non-Commercial: whether a VC creates tangible economic value 
9 
• Endorsed vs. Non-Endorsed: linked to companies, institutes or initiated by 
independent customers 
• Open System vs. Closed System: access is only limited to a specific group of people 
or not 
• Hybrid vs. purely Virtual: linked to real life communities or not 
• Regulated vs. Non-Regulated: strict control or no control at all 
• Registered vs. Non-Registered: required information to register 
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LIST OF VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES 
Dell Community Forum (http://www.dellcommunity.com/supportforums/) 
ManhattanGMAT Forum (http://www.manhattangmat.com/forums/) 
Lego MessageBoard (http://messageboards.lego.com/default.aspx) 
Harley Owners Group (http://members.hog.com/) 
Microsoft MVP (http://www.microsoft.com/communities/products/default.mspx) 
Sun Microsystems Developer Forum (http://forum.java.sun.com/index.jspa) 
Tide Message Board (http://www.tide.com/en_US/messageboard/index.jsp) 
Amazon.com (http://forums.prosperotechnologies.com/am-custreview) 
Kaiser Permanente (http://www.kaiserpermanente.org/) 
BabyCenter Community (http://www.babycenter.com/community) 
iVillage Message Board (http://www.ivillage.com/messageboards) 
Ford Forum (http://www.fordforums.com/forum.php) 
Sony Playstation (http://www.station.sony.com/community.vm) 
Microsoft Xbox (http://www.xbox.com/en-US/community/forums/) 
HP-Compaq Forum (http://forumsl.itrc.hp.com/service/forums/home.do) 
Palm Forum (http://forums.palm.com/) 
AT&T Wireless Forum (http://forums.wireless.att.com/) 
Cambell's Community (http://kitchentable-campbells.forums.liveworld.com/index.jspa) 
Cisco Netpro Forum (www.cisco.com/go/netpro) 
Kraft Foods Message Boards (http://www.kraftfoods.com/kf/Community/) 
Apple Discussions (http://discussions.apple.com/index.jspa) 
Xbox Forums (http://forums.xbox.com/) 
Fourtitude Forums (http://forums.fourtitude.com/) 
Nike Discussions (http://forums.nike.com/index.jspa) 
Sims Community (http://thesims2.ea.com/community/) 
NBC Borads (http://boards.nbc.com/nbc/) 
2 Only Harley owner can join this community. 
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TYPES OF VC MEMBERS 
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SOCIAL COGNITIVE THEORY 
Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) explains psychosocial functioning in terms of triadic 
reciprocal causation. In this model of reciprocal determinism, behavior, cognitive, and 
other factors and environmental events operate as interacting determinants that influence 
each other bidirectionally (Wood & Bandura, 1989). The Social Cognitive Theory argues 
that a person's behavior is partially shaped and controlled by the influences of social 
network (i.e., social systems) and the person's cognition (e.g., expectations, beliefs). 
Because of the bidirectionality of influence, people are both products and producers of 
their environment. 
Social cognitive theory has been utilized in a number of disciplines due to its dynamic 
nature as it considers human behavior to constantly change (Kock, 2004). It has been 
applied in business through the analysis of organizational management (Wood and 
Bandura, 1989), technological innovation adoption (Compeau et al., 1999), and 
knowledge sharing in virtual communities (Chiu et al., 2006; Hsu et al., 2007). A 
dynamic environment and diversified relationships in VC have meant that social 
cognitive theory is a useful theoretical framework to understand human behavior (Ratten 
& Ratten, 2007). 
Chiu et al. (2006) and Hsu et al., (2007) explain the affect of personal cognition (e.g. 
expectations) on knowledge sharing behavior. Specifically, Chiu et al. (2006) argue that 
outcome expectations - community-related outcome expectations and personal outcome 
expectations - can engender knowledge sharing in virtual communities. Hsu et al., (2007) 
proposed a social cognitive theory (SCT)-based model that includes knowledge sharing 
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self-efficacy and outcome expectations for personal influences, and multidimensional 
trusts for environmental influences. They found that self-efficacy has both direct and 
indirect effects (e.g. via outcome expectations) on knowledge sharing behavior, implying 
that self-efficacy plays a critical role in guiding individuals' behavior. However, Chiu et 
al.'s (2006) and Hsu et al.'s (2007) findings are quite different in both direction and 
magnification. 
SOCIAL CAPITAL THEORY 
Social capital has been defined as "the sum of the actual and potential resources 
embedded within, available through, and derived from the network of relationships 
possessed by an individual or social unit" (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). The principle of 
the Social Capital Theory (SPT) is that social relationships among people can be 
productive resources (Coleman, 1988). It also suggests that social capital, the network of 
relationships possessed by an individual or a social network and the set of resources 
embedded within it, strongly influence the extent to which interpersonal information 
sharing occurs (Chiu et al., 2006). 
Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) define social capital with three distinct dimensions: 
structural (the overall pattern of connections between actors), relational (the kind of 
personal relationships people have developed with each other through a history of 
interactions), and cognitive (those resources providing shared representation, 
interpretations, and systems of meaning among parties). In a more specific definition, 
Pooley et al. (2005) propose the concept that has three integrated themes: relationships, 
networks and competencies. By relationships they mean those between individuals 
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(interpersonal) as well as between groups (intra-group). By networks, they mean concepts 
such as trust (goodwill), reciprocity (interaction), structure (formal and informal), density 
(size, number, and complexity), and membership of groups. Competencies refer to the 
individual's personal resources, which include the individual's self-esteem and self-
efficacy. Competence, from a psychological perspective, also refers to the individual's 
capacity to interact effectively with their environment. Putnam cites two other 
characteristics of networks that are important. First, flatter or more horizontal networks 
add to social capital where as vertical or more hierarchical networks detract from it. 
Second, weak ties in the network such as ties between acquaintances or colleagues in a 
civic organization contribute more to social capital than do strong ties between kin and 
intimates. Weak network ties provide the mechanism through which information about an 
individual's trustworthiness travels to a wide variety of groups. 
The current study is based on the premise that VCs are likely to increase social capital 
because when people have a strong positive attitude toward community - have a 
motivated, responsible sense of belongingness - they will mobilize their social capital 
more willingly and effectively (Wellman et al., 2001). 
SOCIAL EXCHANGE THEORY 
Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Kelly & Thibaut, 1978) is based on the notion that 
people review and weigh their relationships in terms of costs and rewards and unlike 
economic exchange, which focuses on economic capital such as goods and money, social 
exchange focuses on the exchange of social capital such as power and trust. Costs are 
those elements in the relationship that have negative value to a person and rewards are 
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those that have positive value to a person. People will strive to minimize costs and 
maximize rewards and then base the likelihood of developing a relationship with 
someone on perceived possible outcomes. 
Under SET, trust plays a critical role to create and maintain exchange relationships. 
Moreover, norm of reciprocity builds trust, which in turn is centrally important to social 
exchange relationships. Blau (1964) implies reciprocity as actions that are contingent on 
rewarding reactions from others and that cease when these expected reactions are not 
forthcoming. Therefore, participants in virtual communities expect mutual reciprocity 
that justifies their expenses in terms of time and effort spent sharing their knowledge. For 
example, exchange-oriented members are more likely to provide feedback in products or 
service with expectation of repayment in the future (Mathwick, 2002). 
SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY 
According to Social Identity Theory (SIT), people tend to classify themselves and others 
into various social categories, such as organizational membership, religious affiliation, 
gender, and age cohort (Tajfel & Turner, 1985). SI serves two functions. First, it 
cognitively segments and orders the social environment, providing the individual with a 
systematic means of defining others. Second, social classification enables the individual 
to locate or define him or herself in the social environment. Social identification, 
therefore, is the perception of belongingness or connectedness to a group with the result 
that a person identifies with that group (i.e., I am a member) (Bhattacharya et al., 1995). 
Specifically, when a person identifies with an organization, he or she perceives "a sense 
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of oneness with to an organization, where the individual defines him or herself in terms 
of the organization of which he or she is a member" (Mael and Ashforth, 1992). 
Ashforth and Mael (1989) were the first to examine explicitly the role of organizations in 
people's social identities, conceptualizing the person-organization relationship as 
organizational identification. They found that social identification stem from the 
categorization of individuals, the distinctiveness and prestige of the group, the salience of 
outgroups, and the factors that traditionally are associated with group formation; and 
social identification leads to activities that are congruent with the identity, support for 
institutions that embody the identity, stereotypical perceptions of self and others, and 
outcomes that traditionally are associated with group formation, and it reinforces the 
antecedents of identification. 
Marketing researchers has used SIT to explain relationships between alumni and their 
alma mater in a university; between members and art museum in a non-profit 
organization; or between consumer and company in a profit organization. VC research in 
the marketing literature, however, tends to focus on consumer motivations to participate 
in VCs rather than customer retention (Mael and Ashforth, 1992). For example, Bagozzi 
and Dholakia's (2002), using the social psychological model of goal-directed behavior 
and social identity theory conceptualized participation "we-intentions" as a function of 
social determinants (i.e., subjective norms, group norms, and social identity) and found 
that internalization and identification were significant predictors of participation. 
Dholakia et al. (2004) examined how VC typology moderates consumers' reasons for 
participating, as well as the strengths of their impact on group norms and social identity. 
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VC RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES 
SOCIAL SCIENCE VIEWS 
In this section, virtual community research will be classified into five main perspectives: 
information system, sociology, psychology, economic and marketing. See Table 2 for a 
summary of five main perspectives. 









Emphasizing on human cognitive and 
affective processes of trust building 
to develop psychological bonding 
among group members in the virtual 
environment 
Highlighting interactivity, usability 
(useful contents and IT system 
quality) and sociability (VC elements 
involving in social interactions) 
Focusing on the social structure of the 
virtual environment and its effect on 
social processes and outcomes among 
group members 
Positing that VC is an economic 
entity embedded in social 
environment in which value and 
resources can be created and 
increased through members' 
contribution of information content 
Arguing that communal bonds and 
interests among VC members drive 
consumer behaviors to form 
relationship with the firm (or brand) 




Ease of use, 
usefulness, 
intention to use the 
system 
VC structure, 







loyalty to the firm, 
buying decision 
Authors/Year 
Hill (1996); Obstetal. 
(2002); Postmes et al. 
(2002); Ren et al. 
(2007) 
Hsu & Lu (2005); 
Preece(2001);Teoet 






Cothrel (2000); Hagel 
& Armstrong (1997) 
Kozinets (1999); 
Muniz & O'Guinn 
(2001); Porter (2004) 
PSYCHOLOGICAL VIEW 
Psychological perspective emphasizes on human cognitive and affective processes of 
trust building to develop psychological bonding among group members in the virtual 
environment. There are several lines of research found in the existing literature: social 
cues, deindividuation (social identification) and sense of community. 
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The first stream concerns the question whether VCs have enough social characteristics 
and structure to consider a social-like entity. In the very early stage of VC emergence, 
social cues research suggested that lack of social cues among communicators in virtual 
world inhibits social bonding among VC members. However, scholars have recognized 
that many communication tools have been created to denote VC members' social 
behaviors such as graphics, textual styles and predetermined language. Eventually, 
current literature agrees that VCs are socially constructed environments (Porter, 2004; 
Sproull et al., 2007). The second stream addresses deindividuation effects in VCs. 
Psychologists use prescriptive theories to distinct the nature of common identity and 
common bond since these concepts help to make managerial and technological choices 
that will contribute to the success of VCs and to explain the evolution of VCs (Bergami 
& Bagozzi, 2000; Postmes et al., 2002). These theorists explore bond-based attachment to 
community members, which explains community attachment in terms of individuals' 
bonds with one another; and Identity-based attachment to community as a whole, which 
explains community attachment in terms of people's identification with a group, or 
common goal or interest. This stream calls for research on the dynamic and 
transformation of an individual's attachment from identity-based attachment into bond-
based attachment and vice versa (Ren et al., 2007). Finally, the focus of research in social 
psychology has been conducted around the research questions related to the effects of 
sense of community (Hill, 1996). Although these studies provide the insight of customer-
business relationship since they explain the belonging effect between individual and 
organization, there has been little known effects of sense of community in online 
community settings (Obst et al., 2002). 
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INFORMATION SYSTEMS VIEW 
Information system view highlights the importance of interactivity, usability and 
sociability in which usability describes the nature of human-computer interaction, 
whereas sociability describes the nature of social interaction in an online community 
(Preece, 2001). 
Sociability and usability determine and measure the success of VCs. Determinants of 
sociability include obvious measures such as the number of participants in a community, 
the number of messages per unit of time, members' satisfaction, and some less obvious 
measures such as amount of reciprocity, the number of on-topic messages, 
trustworthiness and several others. Measures of usability include numbers of errors, 
productivity, user satisfaction and others (Preece, 2001). 
A parallel stream is the application of technology acceptance model (TAM) that 
incorporates sociability and usability into VC. TAM basic model includes ease of use and 
usefulness as primary drivers of VC outcomes and these relationships are mediated by 
social variables (Hsu & Lu, 2005; Song & Kim, 2006; Teo et al., 2003). 
Information system researchers argue that many-to-many communication in VCs helps to 
reduce information asymmetry since all members can communicate openly with each 
other (Wong et al., 2005). This type of interaction is supported by peer-to-peer system 
architecture, where each member of the community is able to interact with all other 
members. Information system researchers also interest in discussion of knowledge 
development (Wiert & Ruyter, 2007), online and offline contrast and complementation 
(Lin, 2007) and information diffusion (Wong et al., 2005). 
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SOCIOLOGICAL VIEW 
Sociological view focuses on the social structure of the virtual environment and its effect 
on social processes and outcomes among group members. The focus of sociological view 
is on social capital, social tie and the connection between VC and society. 
Does VC increase, decrease, or supplement social capital? The effect of virtual 
communities on the development of social capital and trust among community members 
is unclear and requires more empirical investigation. While Blanchard and Horan (1998), 
Putnam (2000) suggested that VCs decreases social capital, Porter (2004), Wellman et al. 
(2001) found a significant increase of social capital (e.g. trust) when people interact in 
VCs. Chiu et al. (2006), Uslaner (2000) concluded that VCs neither destroys nor creates 
social capital. Pooley et al. (2005) correlated social capital with a psychological 
construct, sense of community, to argue that a successful VC with observed sense of 
community would increase social capital since it support individual's connection to the 
community, which is central to the concept of social capital. 
Which type of social ties, weak tie or strong tie, promote social capital in VCs? VCs can 
be constructed by social ties that result in strong or weak connections among members in 
the community. Strong ties are created among close friends, family members or groups. 
In contrast, weak ties are formed by members who are not dependent on each other, 
emotionally or financially, but still maintain some degree of meaningful or important 
contact (Wellman et al., 1996). 
There are two schools of thought about the mechanism by which social capital should be 
produced and mobilized. Coleman (1994) and Walker et al. (1997) argued that closure or 
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density of social relations is the primary component for the generation of social capital 
since these strong ties facilitates smooth coordination and cooperation from member to 
member, which reduce uncertainty and maintain trust, authority, and norms. In contrast, 
Horrigan (2001) who advocate the bridge, structural hole or weaker tie view asserted that 
social capital can be efficiently produced and maintained under open or loosely coupled 
networks since they allow the individuals to create and mobilize new social resources. 
In general, the effectiveness of a VC structure, in terms of creating social capital would 
depend on either promoting the existence of weak ties or strong ties (Okoli & Oh, 2007). 
How does VCs connect with our real society? Romm et al. (1997) described three types 
of relationships between virtual communities and society in which membership in virtual 
communities: (1) as a dependent variable is affected or caused by a series of externally 
imposed independent variables; (2) as an independent variable that has a series of effects 
on its immediate environment and (3) as an independent variable which affects society as 
a whole through changing production systems, national identities, community 
integration/fragmentation, and personal relationships. 
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ECONOMIC VIEW 
Economic view proposes that VC is an economic entity embedded in social environment 
in which value and resources can be created and increased through members' 
contribution of information content (Balasubramanian & Mahajan 2001). In general, 
these researchers address that outcomes of VCs can have an economic impact due to the 
quantity and quality of information produced in the community (Gu et al., 2007). There 
are two approaches to determine the economic value of a VC: total virtual information 
capital and return on investment (ROI). 
In the first view, virtual information capital, which is defined as the body of information 
formed by the cumulative contributions of, and consumed by, the members of the 
community, can have an increasing economic return since information does not 
depreciate with usage (Balasubramanian & Mahajan, 2001). In these communities, 
members choose to consume and/or contribute in a manner that maximizes their total 
social-interaction utility which can be defined as the sum of one of the five sources: (1) 
Focus-related utility is the utility the member receives when adding value to the 
community through his or her contributions; (2) Consumption utility refers to members 
obtaining value through direct consumption of the contributions of other community 
members; (3) Approval utility is concerned with a member's satisfaction that comes 
when other members consume and approve of the member's own contributions; (4) 
Moderator-related utility is derived when a third party makes the complaint act easier for 
the community member and (5) Homeostase utility is based on the notion that people 
have a basic desire for balance in their lives (Balasubramanian & Mahajan, 2001; 
Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). 
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While utility values in the first approach are derives from member-member interactions, 
the second approach suggests that ROI of a VC can be determined by the community 
variables including (1) incremental value which is defined as the difference between the 
value created by a business with an online community and the estimated value that the 
business would generate in the absence of a community; (2) community membership 
including community programs or many-many interactions that produce dynamic values 
and (3) the rate of conversion defined as the process of driving visiting members to using 
members to commercial transactions (Cothrel, 2000). 
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MARKETING VIEW 
Marketing researchers argue that communal bonds and interests among VC members 
drive consumer behaviors to form relationship with the firm (or brand) and to consume 
products/services. Although VC effects are widely studied by the above disciplines (e.g. 
information systems, psychology, etc.), empirical studies examining VCs in the 
marketing literature are still limited. Most studies focus on brand communities, consumer 
participation in VCs and consumer communal orientation (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002; 
Dholakia et al., 2004; Kozinets, 1999; McAlexander et al., 2002; Muniz & O'Guinn, 
2001; Mathwick, 2002). 
Brand communities vs. virtual communities. Brand communities are physical-based and, 
then, extend to the online environment. Muniz and O'Guinn (2001) conceptualized brand 
communities as (1) non-geographically bound consumption communities (2) based on a 
network of social relations among brand admirers and (3) commercial or non commercial 
exchanges. Drawing from sociological and anthropological literature on communities, 
they also used three constructs - consciousness of kind, presence of shared rituals and 
traditions, and a sense of moral responsibility - to identify the distinguishing features of 
brand communities or brand tribes. 
Although brand relationship and brand identification have been mentioned in brand 
community literature (Algesheimer et al. 2005), there are gaps that have implications for 
the study of firm-hosted virtual communities. 
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First, impacts of social relational common interests among customers on customer-
marketer relationship in VCs have not been studied. Instead, researchers have focused on 
consumer integration in a brand community (McAlexander et al., 2002). 
Second, brand researchers studied the impact of communal events (brandfests) with face-
to-face interactions on consumer relationships with marketers, products, brands and other 
consumers (McAlexander et al., 2002). Brandfests are costly and time-consuming for 
marketers, and these festivals mainly attract brand admirers. Thus, the impacts of 
marketer's efforts on customer propensity to brand loyalty are somewhat clearly defined, 
while more research is needed to better understand the role of these supports in VCs. 
Third, while online brand communities are the celebration of the brand and the affiliation 
with other brand enthusiasts (e.g. Algesheimer et al. 2005), firm-hosted online 
communities for service support focus on peer-to-peer problem solving and information 
exchange (Wiertz & Ruyter, 2007). Thus, the question is whether findings from brand 
literature would hold for a broader consumer base in an online environment. 
Marketing researchers should shift to virtual communal marketing rather than simply 
apply the notions of relationship marketing in a VC environment. Virtual communities 
enhance relationship marketing primarily in two ways. First, they provide the opportunity 
for interactivity and the building of a consumer relevant community. Secondly, by 
assessing the nature of such communities, organizers can meet the needs of the 
community participants better (Szmigin et al., 2005). 
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Fournier, Dobscha, and Mick (1998) argue that relationship marketing is powerful in 
theory but troubled in practice. They extensively criticize the attempts of marketers to 
implement relationship marketing and build partnerships with consumers without 
understanding how customer trust factors into a relationship. One problem is that firms 
may attempt partnering initiatives with all customers, without regard to the customers' 
relational orientations. In such an online environment as VCs, Mathwick (2002) argues 
that customer relational norms have an important role to determine if a consumer is loyal 
to membership in communal programs of the host firm. 
Kozinet proposed a new term "virtual communal marketing" as the revised framework of 
relationship marketing in environs of retribalized 'cyberspace' virtual communities of 
consumption. He also suggested that the new framework should be constructed through 
naturalistic observation of online consumers in social interaction, as well as by the 
principles of network economies. However, Kozinets' qualitative approach renders his 
findings more descriptive than explanatory. 
Therefore, marketing research in online communities suggests that communal variables 
in VC such as sense of virtual community and social identification are candidates to 
explain why customers stay in a VC and why they voluntarily contribute to the host firm. 
While social identification is focal in a series of research to explain customer 
participation in VCs or a customer's identification with an organization (Ahearne et al., 
(2005); Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002; Bhattacharya & Sen, (2003); Dholakia et al., 2004;), 
sense of virtual community is forgotten by marketing researchers to explain a VC 
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member's long-term attachment with an online community and their favorable behaviors 
toward the host firm. 
In summary, studying VC is complicated and requires multi & combination approach to 
study it. However, too few researches which combined different theories have been done 
(Chiu et al., 2006; Tan et al., 2001). Building on research in various fields of study (e.g., 
marketing, information system, psychology and sociology), the current study attempts to 
integrate these disciplines into a conceptualized model. Moreover, analyzing the VC 
literature based on five different aspects is helpful in the way that gaps in the literature 
can be evaluated exhaustedly. However, to be more deeply on marketing perspective, it is 
needed to have an analysis of literature in term of business-customer and customer-
customer focuses. 
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CUSTOMER-BUSINESS VS. CUSTOMER-CUSTOMER FOCUS 
Two main streams of research are found in the existing literature: customer-customer 
focus and customer-business focus. See Table 3 for the comparison between the two main 
streams. 
While customer-customer studies mainly centralize on member-member relationships to 
create social benefits such as social capital, knowledge and professionals, customer-
business researches deriving from relationship marketing and customer relationship 
management concern about customer-business relationships to create mutual benefits 
such as consumption knowledge, loyalty and profits. 








Focusing on member-member 
relationships to create social 
benefits such as social capital, 
knowledge and professionals 
Customer-Customer social 
benefits, social capital 
VC loyalty, participation rate, 
contribution of knowledge 
Representing interpersonal 
connections or bonds among 
customers 
Major variables: sense of 
community, interpersonal trust 
Focusing on usability and 
sociability 
Variables: Supports from VC 
members 
Business-Customer 
Focusing on firm-customer 
relationships to create mutual 
benefits such as consumption 
knowledge, loyalty and profits 
Customer-Business relational 
benefits, profit 
Loyalty intention, customer 
citizenship behaviors 
Reflecting relationships between a 
customer and the firm 
Major variables: customer trusting 
belief, social identification with 
firm 
Focusing on customer and firm 
characteristics and/or behaviors 
Variables: Supports by firm 
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CUSTOMER-CUSTOMER VIEW 
A review of VC literature emphasizing customer-customer focus has been suggested 
three main schools of thought: (1) knowledge sharing in VC contexts; (2) success factors 
and sustainability of VCs and (3) Design and implementation of VCs. 
Knowledge sharing in VC contexts. A growing literature addresses issues surrounding 
knowledge contribution in VC contexts from a variety of social-psychological 
perspectives. For instance, research by Garton et al. (1997) reveals that knowledge 
contributions in Usenet (an Internet-based worldwide network of discussion groups) tend 
to be dominated by a small number of members, in contrast to the more equal level of 
participation in face-to-face interaction. 
In studies of online communities of professionals Wasko and Faraj (2005) note that 
reputation, altruism, generalized reciprocity, and community interest may be important 
motivations underlying member knowledge contribution. 
More recently, a study by Jeppesen and Frederiksen (2006) reports that user experience, 
recognition from the site, and individual attributes (such as being a hobbyist) tend to 
positively influence contribution. Chiu et al. (2006) also affirm the influence of social 
capital and outcome expectancy on an individual's willingness to share knowledge 
online. 
Likewise, in their study of how an identity-based verification in online communities is 
associated with online knowledge contribution, Ma & Agarwal (2007) theorize that a key 
driver of knowledge contribution behavior in an online community is the accurate 
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communication and verification of identity that can, in turn, yield extrinsic benefits such 
as recognition, and intrinsic benefits such as an amplified sense of self-worth. 
Success factors vs. Sustainability. The current literature on success factors generally 
focuses on the search for methods and models that explain success for and sustainability 
of VCs and how to maximize it. Research in this stream also reveals a great diversity of 
factors which influence the success of virtual communities. For example, Leimeister et al. 
(2004) summarized 32 success factors of virtual communities on the view of both VC 
operators and members, and subsequently suggested top-ten factors according to their 
importance for operators and members of virtual communities. Commonly, VC 
researchers use amount and quality of participation as the primary indicators of success 
(Cothrel & Williams, 1999). 
From a different perspective, sociologists evaluate the success of VCs by measuring level 
of social capital and construction of sense of community in which a strong sense of 
community and the ability to identify with the virtual community have also been found to 
enhance the likelihood of members' contribution and participation in a community 
(Blanchard & Markus, 2004; Fraering & Minor, 2006; Koh & Kim, 2004; Pooley et al , 
2005) 
Extant psychological literature examining the success factors of virtual community have 
largely focused on factors such as trust and identity. Numerous authors have stressed the 
importance of trust for a virtual community to flourish (Ridings et al., 2002). This is 
because when members place trust on one another, they are more likely to open up and 
participate in the community. Moreover, while ensuring the personal privacy of members 
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through anonymity was suggested as a strategy for the creation of a successful virtual 
community, it was found that receiving recognition, either in the form of financial reward 
or status to affirm one's status in the virtual community, also encourage participation in 
virtual community (Chan et al., 2004). 
In fact, E-commerce researchers have long recognized that a web site's structure can 
significantly influence users' search strategies and performance (Teo et al., 2003). 
Likewise, Preece's (2001) method is to focus on key elements of sociability and usability 
to identify and measure the determinants of success for online communities. However, 
Campbell & Uys (2007) argue that technology can play a key role to support community 
formation and development in a learning community only when the technology has 
become an accepted form of communication and is a transparent means of 
communicating. Moreover, they posit that the influence of culture in such technology-
mediated environment is even more important since culture impacts on the ability of the 
members to develop a shared understanding and ties among subgroup members, based on 
these cultures can easily emerge. 
Design of VCs. The goal of this stream is to examine the role of the technology 
infrastructure of an online community in facilitating VC outcomes. 
While a common theme underlying the research summarized above is that the design of 
the community is assumed to be given or immutable, this stream of research has 
manipulated the social-psychological factors underlying knowledge sharing and 
relationship building, and then, integrated them into the design of the community to 
promote VC outcomes. For example, Ma & Agarwal (2007) construct a community that 
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reminds users about the uniqueness of their contribution and find that this feature 
increases participation significantly. In a study comparing different network-based and 
small-group-based VCs, such as newsgroups versus web-based chat rooms, Dholakia et 
al. (2004) found that the structure of these VCs can significantly influence on member 
participation. Specifically, in the less socially-cohesive network-based virtual 
communities, purposive values (e.g. information seeking and problem solving) and self-
discovery motivate consumers to participate. In the small group-based virtual 
communities, however, maintaining interpersonal connectivity (e.g. avoiding loneliness) 
and social enhancement (e.g. status seeking) were shown to motivate consumers to 
participate. 
Adopting an extended technology acceptance model (TAM), Teo et al.'s (2003) 
experimental study indicates that information accessibility (low vs. high) and community 
adaptivity (run-time vs. static) had significant effects on the community's perceived 
usefulness and perceived ease of use from the perspective of the participants. Mediated 
by sense of belonging, these perceptions in turn had significant effects on participants' 
intention to use the system. Similarly, Hsu & Lu (2005) proposed effects of social norms 
and group cohesion as sociable factors and perceived ease of use as a designable factor 
on member's loyalty toward the online community. Using a mathematic approach, 
Ziegler & Golbeck (2007) demonstrated that collaborative filtering algorithms can 
support recommendation systems to determine the correlation between interpersonal trust 
and interest similarity and then provide an appropriate recommendation for VC members. 
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In summary, customer-customer perspective only looks at a group of members. It 
neglects the host firm's behaviors which may influence on the member group. Thus, the 
customer-customer perspective does not address whether activities of the host firm to 
support its VC may influence customers' feelings and behaviors; and whether consumers 
can develop the relationship with the host firm derived from their relationships with other 
VC members. The current study will answer these questions. 
CUSTOMER-BUSINESS VIEW 
Unlike the above view, customer-business perspective considers VC a dependent entity 
or a tool that serves to the objective of the host firm. While customer-customer 
perspective only focuses on trust among VC members, customer-business view studies 
trust between VC members and the host firm. Two main streams are emerged in this 
perspective. 
The first school of thoughts, in accordance with the notion of relationship marketing, 
highlights the importance of building, maintaining and developing customer bonds with 
all parties such as other customers, intermediaries and the host firm in VCs (Szmigin et 
al., 2005). 
Binodal vs. Multinodal relationship. Binodal studies assume that the host firm is the 
primary target of consumer trust in VCs and consumer-business quality is the primary 
driver of customer-business relational outcomes such as loyalty intention or transaction 
participation. Moreover, although commitment to the host firm has been mentioned 
(Wiert & Ruyter, 2007), most studies agree that trusting relationship is the most 
important issue in VC (Gefen, 2000; Porter, 2004). 
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For example, Gefen (2000) found that both familiarity with an Internet vendor and its 
processes and trust in the vendor influenced the respondents' intentions to inquire about 
products, and their intentions to purchase them. More recently, Porter (2004) suggests 
that a consumer's perception of a marketer's efforts fosters favorable consumer attitudes 
toward and trust in a marketer that sponsors a virtual community. Furthermore, consumer 
trust in a marketer is hypothesized to motivate consumers to share information with and 
grant loyalty to the marketer. 
However, these studies limited on understanding binodal consumer-marketer relationship 
rather than the complex network of relationships among the entire VC membership, since 
customer relationships with the host firm manifests not only as binodal but also 
multinodal relationships (Kozinets, 1999). 
In contrast to binodal studies, multinodal perspective argues that customer-business 
outcomes are not only affected by customer-business relationship but also fruited from 
customer-customer interactions. Multinodal research views that VC is not just a two party 
business-customer dialogue, but a rich set of relationships and that VC customer-business 
interaction is secondary to customer-customer interaction (Hagel & Armstrong, 1997; 
Hagel, 1999). 
On a similar vein, Armstrong and Hagel (1996) suggested that firms that wish to 
participate in these online communities will need to learn how to manage commercial 
activity in a social online setting. They propose that online communities must be 
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managed by recognizing their dual roles (i.e., commercial and social) and developing a 
synergy between them. 
For example, both Tan et al. (2001) and Pavlou & Gefen (2004) posited that VC 
members' trusting relationship with the firm depends on their relationship with other VC 
participants such as other VC members and intermediary. Their empirical findings 
confirm that increased level of trust in VC members enhances customer-business trust 
building, in turn encouraging greater ecommerce participation in light of lower perceived 
risks and greater perceived benefits of online transactions. However, while Pavlou & 
Gefen (2004) found a direct effect of consumer trust in the firm on transaction intention, 
Tan et al.'s (2001) results only highlight the indirect contribution of consumer trust to the 
outcome. 
Although these researchers have explored the interaction pattern and outcomes of 
customer-marketer relationship, they continue to assume that customers are passive 
recipients of information rather than active co-producers. 
The second stream suggests that due to the ready availability of communication tools and 
the reduced cost of acquiring and using these tools, customer is likely to shift from 
traditional information recipients to a new role of information originators (Yadav & 
Varadarajan, 2005). Two questions emerge in this stream. The first addresses a 
consumer's motivations underlying his/her behavior as originators or contributors. The 
second relates to the mechanism to promote quality and quantity of contributions. 
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Consumer motivations to participate in and contribute to VCs. Bagozzi & Dholakia 
(2002) found that consumers who want to participate in VCs do so because they 
anticipate that it will result in positive emotions and evoke a sense of social identification 
with other community members. Thus, consumers participate in virtual communities 
because they intend to become an integral part of the social relations of the virtual 
community. 
Continuing Bagozzi & Dholakia's (2002) study, Dholakia et al. (2004) examine how a 
virtual community's structure affects consumer participation. Their results show that 
depending on the structure of a virtual community different type of motivators (e.g., 
perceived values, norms, social identification) can have different effects on consumer's 
desire to participate in VC topics. 
Jeppesen & Frederiksen (2006) and Fuller et al. (2007) investigate a VC member's 
motivations for participation and innovation in the process of new product development 
of the host firm. The results indicate that innovative members are likely to be hobbyists in 
the field in which they innovate. The authors also found that these members do so 
because they wish to be recognized by the firm hosting the user community. However, 
unlike Jeppesen & Frederiksen (2006) who state that lead users are the most important 
contributors to product innovation, Fuller et al. (2007) argue that excitement rather than 
pure need drives innovation creation. 
Mechanism to promote quality vs. quantitative contribution. Wiert & Ruyter (2007) 
extend a model of social capital based on Wasko and Faraj (2005) to incorporate and 
contrast the direct impact of commitment to both the online community and the host firm, 
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as well as reciprocity, on quality and quantity of knowledge contribution. However, they 
failed to support their hypotheses. 
Unlike Wiert & Ruyter (2007), Gu et al. (2007) found that virtual investing-related 
communities engage in differentiated competition as they face trade-offs between 
information quantity and quality. This differentiation among these communities, in turn, 
attracts users with different characteristics. They proposed and validated that the key 
factor that determines the direction of network externalities is posting quality that 
conflicts with Wiert & Ruyter's (2007) findings. 
Although the above studies emphasize on the role of customers as generators, these 
researches did not investigate the role of the host firm as a supporter and catalyst 
participating in the process of generating values in VCs. 
Some studies such as Yadav & Varadarajan (2005), Szmigin et al. (2005), Wong et al. 
(2004) also mentioned customer-customer and customer-business interactions. Brand 
community researchers also propose similar findings. For example, Yadav & Varadarajan 
(2005) described a schematic explanation of how enhanced firm-consumer, consumer-
consumer, and firm-firm interactivity can be leveraged to create and support business-to-
consumer (B2C) and consumer-to-consumer (C2C) e-commerce initiatives. However, 
their primary focus is to develop a scale to measure interactivity in an ecommerce context 
rather than presents an exploratory model to explain the relationship between these 
initiatives. Szmigin et al. (2005) based in their direct experience of working with online 
communities have developed a bonding triangle framework that aims to explore how a 
service provider (i.e. the main community organizer) can create what will be referred to 
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as customer bonding among its customers in a networked environment and help to create 
a community that is beneficial to all involved. The customer bonding triangle is built 
around three key elements: interactivity, technical infrastructure and service value that 
foster not only business to consumer interaction, but also consumer to business 
interaction (which can help strengthen the bond between customers and service 
providers) and consumer to consumer interaction. A critical idea from the proposed 
framework is that to build customer bonding the firm should not overwhelm with 
traditional "top-down" communication and regard customers as a passive group, instead, 
the firm should strategically provide the community with the three key elements to 
promote bottom-up information flows and exchanges between customers, marketers and 
others involved in the community. Wong et al. (2004) investigate how information 
diffusion antecedents and consequences affect the interconnectedness between customers 
and services providers. Consistent with Szmigin et al. (2005), they also support reversed 
communication from top-down to bottom-up in which customers can generate 
information that value to the firm and other customers who interest in the community. 
They suggest that VCs may provide increasing returns to the firm by (1) integrating 
potential customers and creating more value to customers themselves and companies and 
(2) empowering customers in the production of ideas and daily business practices on 
team basis. Although Yadav & Varadarajan (2005), Szmigin et al. (2005) and Wong et al. 
(2004) assume a certain relationship between customer-customer outcomes and 
customer-business outcomes, they did not develop a mechanism of how customer-
customer interactions relate to customer-business interactions and measure these 
variables in an empirical way. 
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The above review of literature about different perspectives to study VCs has come out 
some conclusions such that there is no empirical study about relationship between 
relational customer-business outcomes and social customer-customer outcomes. 
Moreover, the current literature does not address firm supports as moderators and why 
consumers stay in VC for long time and voluntarily contribute to the host firm. The 
current study will answer these questions. 
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CUSTOMER-CUSTOMER SOCIAL OUTCOMES 
SENSE OF VIRTUAL COMMUNITY 
ROLE OF SOVC 
SoVC is one of central constructs since it is, first, the most important factor to secure VC 
success. A sense of community or belongingness is essential to achieve a high level of 
participation (Cothrel & Williams, 1999), increase social capital (knowledge) of VC 
(Campbell &Uys, 2007), and promote communal loyalty programs (Rosenbaum et al., 
2005). 
Second, SoVC help to distinguish community with settlement, team, or organization. 
Because community feelings (a sense of community) and behaviors do not always exist 
among people who interact with each other online, the term virtual community should be 
reserved for those in which SOVC has been observed. All others should be referred to as 
virtual groupings, collectives, or settlements (Blanchard &Markus, 2004). 
Finally, SoVC creates positive and beneficial outcomes. Sense of community has been 
found to have several positive outcomes, including subjective perceptions of well-being 
(Davidson & Cotter, 1993; Szmigin & Carrigan, 2006), participatory problem solving 
(Chavis & Wandersman, 1990), professional enhancement (Kruger et al., 2001), 
employee loyalty (Wagner, 2006; Wunder, 1998) and profit (Heerema & Giannini, 1991). 
Identity (and the sense of community) provides a way to explain why individuals might 
act on behalf of team, and helps predict the direction and persistence of collective 
behaviors (Javenpaa &Leidner, 1999). 
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PREVIOUS STUDIES OF SOVC 
A literature review about SoVC found that sense of community (SoC) has been widely 
studied in the real world. For example, Wicker & Mehler (1971) studied assimilation of 
new members in church communities; Pooley et al. (2005) explored SoC in Western 
Australian communities; A recent paper written by Obst & White (2007) compared SoC 
among neighborhood, student community and interest group; Heerema & Giannini 
(1991) investigated sense of community under stakeholder perspective; Marrewijk (2004) 
suggested that inclusiveness and connectedness are two social dimensions of SoC in a 
context of organizational management; Rosenbaum et al. (2005) found that communal 
loyalty programs is able to boost SoC among customers who participate in the program. 
Table 4 shows some studies about sense of community. 




Kim et al. 
(2004) 
Pretty et a. 
(1996) 
Rosenbaum 
et al. (2005) 
SoVC Dimensions 
Membership, satisfaction & 
fulfillment, influence 
Membership (identification), 
influence & relatedness, 
integration & fulfillment of 
needs (involvement), and 
shared emotional connection 
(unity) 
Sense of community index 
Membership, influence, 
integration & fulfillment of 
needs, and shared emotional 
connection 
Context 






Effects of SoVC on 
community loyalty 
in virtual community 
of travel 
Relationships 
between SoC and 
social benefits 
This study examines 





















Sense of virtual community (SoVC) is currently a hot topic in VC research. In 1998, 
Dunham, Hurshman, and Litwin published the first empirical study on sense of 
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community in a computer-mediated discussion group. They investigated an on-line group 
of young, single mothers, a community of individuals with common interests. They found 
a strong relationship between SoVC and member support. Then, Kruger et al. (2001) 
investigated the development of a professional community among school psychologists 
and found similar results. 
Muniz and O'Guinn (2001) suggest three dimensions of SoVC in brand community: 
consciousness of a kind, i.e. a sense of belonging to an in-group; evidence of the rituals 
and traditions that surround the brand; and a sense of moral responsibility, obligation to 
the community and its members which is often shared by group members. Kim et al. 
(2004) modified psychological sense of community scale including four factors of 
membership, influence and relatedness, integration and fulfillment of need, and shared 
emotional connection that were found to be associated with loyalty and purchase 
intention in Korean travel community. Blanchard & Markus (2004) explored the concept 
of SoVC in a newsgroup named Multiple Sports Newsgroup. They found a new SoVC 
dimension - identity and identification with community. 
Conceptually, past research indicates that there is a strong correlation between the 
constructs of sense of community (SoC) and social identification (SI) Cameron (2004). In 
a study by Obst & White (2007) examining participants' levels of SoC and social 
identification in three different communities, results showed that participants felt higher 
levels of social identification and SoC across all dimensions (e.g. membership, influence, 
fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection). Thus, SoC and social 
identification are highly correlated. Under this perspective, therefore, sense of VC is a 
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congruent form of SI in the sense that the individual defines him or herself in terms of 
their membership in or belonging to a particular virtual community. 
There are some gaps in literature. First, most of studies use SoC scale (McMillan and 
Chavis, (1986)) developed in real world to measure sense of community in virtual 
context. There is little research on the development of a sense of community among 
groups that communicate by means of computer technology (Hill, 1996). Second, Few 
studies adapt this measure to develop SoVC scale (Blanchard & Markus, 2004; Kim et 
al., 2004). However, these studies did not follow a rigorous procedure of scale 
development. 
Finally, marketing researchers who studied VC under relationship marketing perspective 
did not incorporate SoVC in their models (Dholakia etal., 2004; Porter, 2004). Thus, they 
did not take into account the notions of communal marketing to supplement relationship 
marketing weakness in explaining VC member behaviors (Kozinets, 1999). 
SoVC DEFINITION 
McMillan and Chavis (1986) developed the first and still the most accepted theory of 
SoC. SoC is defined as a feeling that members [of a group] have of belonging, a feeling 
that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith the members' 
needs will be met through their commitment to be together. This theory proposes that 
SOC consists of four elements: 
• Membership refers to the feeling of belonging and identification, of being a part of a 
community. Feelings of membership arise from community boundaries (deviants help 
establish boundaries), perceptions of emotional safety, members' sense of belonging to, 
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and identification with, the group, personal investment of time into group, and a common 
symbol system. 
• Influence, emerging from processes of maintaining norms within the group, is a bi-
directional concept, a feeling of having influence on, and being influenced by, the 
community; for example for a group to be attractive, an individual must feel he or she has 
some control and influence over it, and for a group to be cohesive, the group itself must 
also have influence on its individual members. 
• Integration and fulfillment of needs assumes that for a community to maintain a positive 
sense of togetherness, a feeling of being supported by others in the community while also 
supporting them. It comes from the rewards of being a member such as status in the 
group, competence in functioning in the group, shared values, and meeting other's needs 
while having one's own needs met. 
• Shared emotional connection is based on a sense of shared history and a "spirit" of 
community, and refers to the bonds developed over time through frequent interaction, 
high quality interaction with other community members, investment of time and 
resources, the effect of honor and humiliation for members, and spiritual bonds among 
members. 
Following Blanchard & Markus' (2004) work, the concept of sense of virtual community 
is defined as a characteristic of successful virtual communities distinguished by 
members' helping behaviors and their' feelings of emotional attachment to and self 
identification with the community. In short, sense of community is a sense of all of VC 
members working together for a commonly accepted goal. 
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VIRTUAL COMMUNITY LOYALTY 
Brand building studies (Algesheimer et al., 2005) suggested that people who intend to 
continue their membership are more likely to recommend the brand community to 
nonmembers. Membership continuance is the degree to which member's intentions to 
maintain membership and ties to the brand community in the future 
Information system researcher (Kang et al., 2007; Koh & Kim, 2004) found the 
relationships among community promotion, community commitment and community 
loyalty. Loyalty refers to online community member behaviors indicating allegiance to 
and promotion of the organization's interests beyond individual interests. Table 5 
presents typical studies of VC loyalty. 
In this study, VC loyalty is conceptualized as a community member's willingness to 
continue his or her membership and to promote the VC to other nonmembers. 
Table 5: Typical studies of virtual community loyalty 
Authors'\ciir 
Koh & Kim 
(2004) 
Hsu & Lu 
(2005) 
Kang et al. 
(2007) 
Algesheimer 
et al. (2005) 















Community members' efforts to 
stimulate the community and informal 
behaviors contributing to VC without 
formal rewards 
The degree to which a user believes that 
he/she will re-participate in the online 
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Loyalty refers to online community 
member behaviors indicating allegiance 
to and promotion of the organization's 
interests beyond individual interests 
Member's intentions to maintain 
membership and ties to the brand 
community in the future. 
Person's intentions to recommend the 
brand community to nonmembers 
Member's commitment to repatronize 
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CUSTOMER-BUSINESS RELATIONAL OUTCOMES 
CUSTOMER TRUSTING BELIEF 
ROLE OF TRUST IN V C S 
Trust is a crucial factor to sustain the continuity of VCs. Especially, in the time of 
economic downturn and high Internet crime, people prefer to buy from and do business 
with organizations with the most trusted Web sites and electronic networks (Shankar et 
al., 2002). Trust is also a key element in fostering the voluntary online cooperation 
between strangers joining in virtual communities (Ridings et al., 2002). In the virtual 
world, a lack of face-to-face communication (anonymity: faceless and nameless) and 
legal guarantees make it harder for members of VCs to share their knowledge. Trust 
would reduce these problems and help interpersonal communication become more open, 
honest, frequent exchange of information and rules out the undesired and opportunistic 
behaviors (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh, 1987; Ridings et al., 2002). Table 6 presents trust-
related studies in online and virtual community settings. 
TRUST DEFINITION 
Trust is widely conceptualized from a party's willingness to accept vulnerability but with 
an expectation or confidence that it can rely on the other party (Mayer et al., 1995) to 'the 
probability one attaches to cooperative behavior by other parties' (Hwang and Burgers, 
1997) and to an individual's beliefs about the extent to which a target is likely to behave 
in a way that is benevolent, competent, honest, and predictable in a situation (McKnight 
etal., 1998). 
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Tabic 6: Trust-related studies in online and virtual community settings 
Study 













Economy-based trust: members' trust 
toward VCs due to decreased costs and 
increased benefits in time, knowledge, 
and advantage. 
Information-based trust: members' trust 
toward VCs due to sound privacy and 
technology mechanisms. 
Identification-based trust: members' 
trust due to emotional interaction among 
members in VCs. 
Competence: ability of the trustee to do 
what the truster needs 
Benevolence: trustee caring and 
motivation to act in the truster's interests 
Integrity: trustee honesty and promise 
keeping 
Ability or competencies: trustee to 
satisfy trustor needs. 
Benevolence/Integrity: a desire to do 
good to the trustee 
Integrity: perception of the firm's good 
intention behind the online storefront 
Competence: perception of a site's 
competence to perform the required 
functions 
Ability: firm has the skills necessary to 
perform the job 
Benevolence: firm has a positive 
orientation toward its consumers beyond 
an "egocentric profit motive" 
Integrity: firm adheres to a set of moral 
principles or professional standards that 
guide its interactions with customers. 
Context 
This study 














Trust has effects 
on members' 
intentions to get 
and give 
information 
through the VC. 
Different drivers of 





mediate the effects 
























trust in the 
Web site 
Consumer 






























Desire to get 









Moorman, Deshpande, and Zaltman (1992) define trust as a willingness to rely on an 
exchange partner in whom one has confidence. They propose that an expectation of 
trustworthiness results from the ability to perform (expertise), reliability, and 
intentionality. Morgan and Hunt (1994) define trust as the perception of confidence in the 
exchange partner's reliability and integrity. Bart et al. (2005) adopt a definition of online 
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trust as a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based on 
positive expectations of the intentions or behaviors of another. 
In this study, trust is defined as the willingness of a VC member to be vulnerable to the 
actions of the firm based on the expectation that the firm will perform a particular action 
important to the member, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control the firm's 
behaviors (Hsu et al., 2007). 
COMPONENTS OF TRUST 
Three trusting beliefs are utilized most often: competence (ability of the trustee to do 
what the trustor needs), benevolence (trustee caring and motivation to act in the trustor's 
interests), and integrity (trustee honesty and promise keeping) (Mcknight et al., 2002). 
Ability is skills or competencies that enable the trustee to satisfy trustor needs. 
Benevolence is the expectation that others (i.e. trusted parties) will have a positive 
orientation or a desire to do good to the trustee. Integrity is the expectation that another 
will act in accordance with socially accepted standards of honesty or a set of principles 
that the trustor accepts (Ridings et al., 2002). 
Since firm-hosted virtual communities are the focal object in the current study, consumer 
trust can be conceptualized as consumer trusting beliefs in the host firm with three 
elements: benevolence, integrity and competence 
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CUSTOMER CITIZENSHIP PERFORMANCE 
CONSUMER CITIZENSHIP PERFORMANCE (CCP) AS AN ORGANIZATIONAL CITIZENSHIP 
BEHAVIOR (OCB) 
Bettencourt (1997) defines OCB as "behavior that is discretionary, not directly or 
explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and that in the aggregate promotes the 
effective functioning of the organization". 
This paper extends Bettencourt's concept into the VC study by considering that customer 
citizenship performance is a form of OCB in which a customer willingly spreads positive 
WOM about the firm's offerings, acts as the firm's partial employee, and cooperates with 
the firm's employees in the context of virtual community (Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2007). 
DIMENSIONS OF CONSUMER CITIZENSHIP PERFORMANCE 
Previous relationship marketing research (Gruen et al., 2000) in the context of 
professional association markets suggested three dimensions: retention, participation, and 
coproduction that are analogous to organizational citizenship behaviors in which 
retention rate is defined as the percentage of the membership that renews its membership 
from one membership year to the following membership year; participation is defined as 
the extent to which the membership consumes the association's services; and 
coproduction, the quality of the membership, is defined as the extent to which the 
membership is involved in the production of the association's products, services, and/or 
marketing. 
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Table 7: Typical studies of customer citizenship performance 
{ ( . 1' 
Dimensions 








Koh & Kim 
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Bhattacharya 
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Repetitive use of functions or services 
provided by a Website 
A sustained, long-term preference for 
products of the company over those of 
its competitors. 
Likely to defend or positive worn about 
the company and its products or actions. 
Recruiting new customers for the 
company 
Overlook or downplay any negative 
information about the company and its 
products. 
Claim on the organization as more 
active, positive, legitimate and urgent. 
WOM as communication about a 
service provider that is offered by a 
customer who is not trying to obtain 
monetary gain by doing so 
Volunteering time and gifting money to 
the focal organization 
The extent to which the membership is 
involved in the production of the 
association's products, services, and/or 
marketing 
Members cooperate with employees and 
pertain to services that are 
simultaneously produced and consumed 
Contribution into NPD 
Members actively discuss provided 
ideas, offer possible solutions, further 
elaborate and test them, or just give 
their opinion 
The extent to which the membership 
consumes the association's services 
Customers contribute to the 
development and delivery of an 





























































Likewise, Service marketing literature (Bettencourt, 1997; Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2007) 
describes CCP customer as exhibiting loyalty (i.e., spreading positive word of mouth; 
WOM), acting as partial employees or offering an establishment suggestion for 
improvement (i.e., participation) and cooperating with employees (i.e., cooperation) in 
which WOM is defined as communication about a service provider that is offered by a 
customer who is not trying to obtain monetary gain by doing so; partial employees refer 
to customers who contribute to the development and delivery of an organization's service 
quality, similar to an organization's employees; and cooperation pertains to services that 
are simultaneously produced and consumed. 
Table 7 illustrates typical studies of customer citizenship performance. 
Following previous studies, the current paper suggests three dimensions: 
Loyalty intention to the host firm: a customer's future actions regarding doing business 
with and engaging in positive word of mouth about the host firm. 
Voluntary participation: a VC member's willingness to participate actively in extra roles 
such as consultancy and governance that are beyond generally expected levels. 
Voluntary cooperation: a VC member's willingness to cooperate with the host firm. 
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TURNING MEMBERS INTO CONTRIBUTORS AND CONTRIBUTORS INTO RECRUITERS 
For many people, the experience of obtaining valuable benefits builds a sense of 
indebtedness that ultimately will be expressed in contributions when that person has 
something of value to share. Thus, higher participation levels lead to higher levels of 
involvement with firm-hosted communities, "turning visitors into members, members 
into contributors, and contributors into evangelists" (Langerak et al., 2003; Schlosser et 
al., 2006). 
Notice that key objective of the host firm is to form relationship and eventually to gain 
profit maximization (Szmigin et al, 2005). Therefore, profit or purchasing intention is not 
VC direct outcomes. They are consequences of VC outcomes. 
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FIRM SUPPORTS - CUSTOMER-BUSINESS 
Rothaermel and Sugiyama (2001) pointed out that effectively managerial supports by the 
host firm may contribute to intangible benefits of trust, relationship building and 
knowledge generation associated with virtual communities. A rigorous literature review 
reveals that three most important supports by the host firm are mechanisms to facilitate 
member communication, efforts to enhance VC information content and rewards to 
recognize VC members' contributions. 
Table 8 presents typical firm support studies. 
SUPPORT FOR MEMBER COMMUNICATION 
From the literature, customer interaction in brand-based Internet communities and 
customer interaction during periods of waiting in lines in the real world influence on their 
satisfaction (Grove and Fisk, 1997). 
Interactive networks, bulletin boards, chat rooms, blogs are frequently used services. 
Thus, an increasing number of online firms realized that communication among 
customers is becoming increasingly managerially relevant in online services (e.g., online 
product review, seller rating). 
In order to build relationships with customers, the firm must address the ways that help 
its customers build productive relationships among themselves (i.e., enhancing the 
interdependence among its customers). For example, supporting member communication 
with means such as bulletin board, chat room, mailing service, game, member search 
function, and special interest discussion forum. 
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Williams & Cothrel (2000) suggested that marketers' role is to understand participant's 
needs, keep conversation on going, put members at center stage, and clarify but don't edit 
or police. Moreover, VC supporters should provide users with tools that are able to 
change the rules, structures and content of a virtual community (Teo et al., 2003). 
Therefore, support for member communication is a key element to flourish the VC. In 
this study, support for member communication is defined as the extent to which the 
organization provides its members with the motivation, opportunity, and ability to 
exchange value with one another (Gruen et al., 2000; Porter, 2004). 
CONTENT ENHANCEMENT 
Customers visit the firm-hosted community because they have an information need and 
hope to get answers from fellow customers. Providing valuable content is a key driver of 
value in firm-hosted virtual communities (Balasubramanian & Mahajan 2001). High 
quality content not only drive repeat visits (Yoon et al., 2002), but also reinforces the 
shared interests of consumers (Preece, 2000). 
Hagel and Armstrong suggest that VCs provide consumers with the ability access to 
quality information and the opportunity to exchange ideas and solutions, thus bringing 
greater opportunities for building relationships among themselves and the host firm. 
Similarly, VCs make it easier for customers to reduce search costs and satisfy their 
information needs because all the relevant information regarding the products and 
services are centrally located and made available in the online community (Tan et al., 
2001). Moreover, Virtual communities also provide valuable content as they filter and 
aggregate the overloaded and unorganized information of varying quality available in 
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cyber space into information of interest for their members (Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 
2001). 
In a social network system, therefore, the issue of information quality in VCs is inherent 
in the success of a virtual community. 
Without the cues provided by face-to-face contact, successful communities are those that 
clearly define the community's focus, truly provide the host firm's past trading behavior, 
and effectively disseminate complete, up-to-date, and unbiased information about the 
firm's products and services (Lin, 2007; Rothaermel and Sugiyama, 2001; Pavlou & 
Gefen, 2004; Porter, 2004; Teo et al., 2003; Williams and Cothrell, 2000). 
Perceived effort to provide quality content is conceptualized as a community member's 
belief that the host firm makes efforts to provide members with access to quality 
information. Information quality refers to the quality of the information provided by the 
host firm. Its measure includes dimensions such as information credibility, accessibility, 
relevancy, timeliness and information presentation format (Lin, 2007). 
RECOGNITION FOR CONTRIBUTION 
Moon & Sproull (2001) illustrated that recognition for a VC member's contribution can 
range from tangible rewards to psychological satisfaction of gaining prestige within the 
VC. 
Tangible rewards are the most popular form of reward for appropriate behavior and 
outstanding performance. For example, recognized VC members can have free access to 
valuable resources available through the company website as well as special offers to try 
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new or related products and services. Rewards can also be in the form of gaining credits 
such as points, virtual dollars or the like that is considered high value within the context 
of a particular online community. 
People may also be rewarded by explicit recognition of their contributions. High 
visibility of membership as indicated by the category of membership to which a person 
belong is a signal of having contributed something important to the community and 
having significant impact on the community as a whole, an important determinant of 
intentions to volunteer. For example, contributors are routinely honored among different 
membership groups or have their name published in the company's brochures and attend 
exclusive events organized for their special benefits (Bhattacharya et al., 1995) 
Psychological recognition may take a form that fulfills participants' needs of affiliation, 
identity, self-efficacy, recognition of expertise. One way of rewarding participation is by 
giving customers a voice in the company's activities, by giving them an opportunity to 
influence company policies and actions. For example, they may play a specific 
organizational role such as facilitating discussions on a voluntary basis, meeting with 
mangers, employees (engineering, officer...), developing friendship with staffs 
(McAlexander et al., 2002; Williams & Cothrel, 2000) 
In general, depending on customer needs of extrinsic or intrinsic recognition, the firm 
must value members' contributions and provide proper rewards so that these recognized 
people continue to contribute to the VC. Community members must feel free to 
contribute or participate when it suits their needs (Kang et al., 2007). 
57 




























et al. (2002) 
Kang et al. 
(2007) 


























































Recognition for member contribution, refers to the 
extent the online community recognizes a members' 
contribution 
User innovations are noted and acknowledged by firm 
The extent to which the association demonstrates to the 
co-producing members that it values their contributions. 
Consumers' embedded relationships with companies are 
likely to be strong, intricate, and trusting, resulting in 
consumers feeling more like insiders than outsiders. 
Members who facilitate discussion on a voluntary basis 
Developing moderation skill by facilitating learning and 
support group 
Category of membership to which a person belong closer 
to the center of the company 
Playing specific org. role, meeting with org. employees 
(engineering, officer...), developing friendship with 
staffs 
Support for member communication represents the 
extent to which an online community provides its 
members with the means, capability, and opportunity to 
communicate 
The extent that a community facilitates members' rights 
to express diverse opinions 
The extent to which the organization provides its 
members with the motivation, opportunity, and ability to 
exchange value with one another. 
Understand participant's needs, keep conversation on 
going, put members at center stage, and clarify but don't 
edit or police 
Influence and modify owner's original ideas and 
expectations 
Ability of users and systems to change the rules, 
structures and content of a virtual community. 
Information provided is useful and valuable 
A buyer believes that the feedback mechanism in an 
online marketplace is able to provide accurate and 
reliable information about the past transaction behavior 
of the marketplace's sellers. 
Credibility, accessibility, relevancy and importance of 
the information provided by the community sponsor. 
Quality of the information such as information accuracy, 
completeness, currency and information presentation 
format provided by the online services. 
Type and amount of information, and the cohesiveness 
of information organization assigned to the participants. 
Measures 
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(2005) 
Teo et al. 
(2003) 
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Recognition for member contribution refers to the extent the online community 
recognizes a members' contribution and is defined as the extent to which the association 
demonstrates to the coproducing members that it values their contributions (Gruen et al., 
2000; Kang et al , 2007). 
In summary, current literature only discuses about role of firm supports as antecedents of 
trust, there is little known about the moderating role of firm supports. This paper will fill 
this gap by rigorously exploring the present of firm support variables in the relationship 
between social customer-customer outcomes and relational customer-business outcomes. 
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SUPPORTS FROM MEMBERS - CUSTOMER-CUSTOMER 
SUPPORTS FROM MEMBERS 
The current literature of product and brand communities hosted by firm focuses on the 
marketing bonds (e.g. marketing relationship, brand relationship) that develop between 
the host firm (the brand) and its customers or on the characteristics (e.g., consciousness 
of kind, shared rituals, transference of product knowledge) and dynamics (e.g., 
geography, social context, community characteristics) of product/brand communities 
(Muniz and O'Guinn 2001) rather than on highlighting the rich, social supportive bonds 
that often form among customers in VC settings. For example, a qualitative study by 
McAlexander et al. (2002) evidenced that people attend events and meetings organized 
by firms because of the desire to get in touch with customers they already met in previous 
meetings. Riding et al. (2002) contented that people desire to exchange information when 
they perceive an increased responsive supports from others. 
Marketing researchers traditionally explore the dyadic interface of relationship between 
one host firm and one customer (Porter, 2004; Price and Arnould 1999), little is known 
about the influence of supportive bonds that may form between customers in a VC 
setting. Critical to this conceptualization is the fact that the nature of online communities 
offers the potential to foster not only consumer-business interaction, but also consumer-
consumer interaction, which eventually influences on the bond between customers and 
the host firm (Szmigin et al., 2005). 
Perceived supports from VC members can take a variety of customer-customer forms 
such as purposive aspect (e.g. accomplishing some pre-determined instrumental purpose; 
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exchanging know-how, practical skill or expertise; or sharing ideas that lead to reduced 
costs or increased revenues); social aspect (e.g. sharing stories or good times on the golf 
course); emotional or personal aspect (e.g. providing encouragement) (Bagozzi and 
Dholakia, 2002; Dholakia et al., 2004; Gruen et al., 2005). Similarly, McAlexander et al. 
(2002) note that the essential resources shared among individuals in a community can be 
cognitive, emotional, or material in nature. In addition, they show how utilitarian 
exchanges often precede exchanges that are more social in nature, providing social, 
emotional, intellectual capital, and/or direct economic benefits. 
From a perspective of service marketing, Rosenbaum & Massiah (2007) concluded that 
three resources - companionship, emotional support, and instrumental support - are 
essential to human well-being. Companionship provides people with a partner for 
activities. Emotional support provides people with outlets for discussing their feelings 
and expressing their concerns and worries. Instrumental support provides people with 
practical help, assistance with mundane activities, or financial aid. On the same vein, 
Moore et al. (2005) studied a multi-dimensional nature of human supports incorporating 
social as well as hedonic and utilitarian aspects. Hedonic aspects may include feelings 
that customer-customer interaction may cause one to simply feel good/warm or vice versa 
angry or annoyed. A utilitarian component of customer-customer interaction may include 
task-oriented aspects such as whether an interaction with another customer helped one 
find an item or was counterproductive, causing one to take longer to find a product. 
Following Dunham et al. (1998), the current study defines perceived supports from VC 
members based on three types of customer-customer social support: (a) positive 
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informational support provided information or guidance relevant to the content of the 
message posted; (b) emotional support provided empathy, sympathy, comfort, and/or 
general encouragement to the person posting the message; and (c) tangible support 
offered concrete physical, financial, or material assistance relevant to the content of the 
message posted. 
LEVEL OF VC COMMUNICATION 
Results of previous studies have supported the importance of level of VC communication 
in an on-line setting (Dunham et al., 1998; Kruger et al., 2001; Tan et al., 2001). For 
example, Dunham et al. (1998) investigated an online group of forty-two single mothers 
participating in a computer-mediated social support network concerned with parenting 
issues. They found that consistency of connections to the computer network (e.g. 
frequency and duration) positively related to an increase in close personal relationships 
and a decrease in parenting stress. Similarly, in a study of a professional community 
among school psychologists, Kruger et al. (2001) found that a member's consistency of 
participation (e.g. number of weeks during which a participant used the community at 
least once) and number of email messages sent in online community contribute to his/her 
social bonds with other VC members. Focusing on how online vendors can develop 
trusting relationships with consumers through the establishment of VCs, Tan et al. (2001) 
found an empirical support for the effect of VC involvement (measured by frequency of 
visiting the community) on VC outcomes such as participation in electronic commerce. 
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The current study defines level of VC communication with two measures: (a) 
Consistency of connecting to an on-line community and (b) Level of messages exchange 
in the community. 
Table 9: Typical customer-customer studies 
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( uiiLTpl DiTinition Measures 
Perceived community value is described 
as the degree to which members believe 
the benefits they seek is consistent with 
the online community's stated value 
The extent of community sponsor's 
efforts to insure speedy and proper 
response to member's communication 
effort including characteristics such as 
multiple information flows, real-time 
feedback, and responsive interaction 
The extent to which a person believes 
that using the system will enhance his or 
her job performance 
Value derived from accomplishing some 
pre-determined instrumental purpose 
Value derived from fun and relaxation 
through playing or otherwise interacting 
with others. 
The extent to which information need is 
fulfilled 
The degree to which the user perceives 
that others approve of their participating 
in the online game community 
Response or reply messages from other 
members 
Frequency of visiting VC in the period 
of one 
month prior to taking the survey 
Consistency of participation and number 
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Figure 1: Proposed model 
There are several VC social outcomes which can result from customer-to-customer 
relationships for value sharing: members' feeling of membership of a virtual community, 
member' loyalty to the community (i.e. member's promotion to the community). 
While social researchers (sociologist, psychologist) consider these social outcomes as a 
successful measure for a VC performance, marketing researchers mainly focus on other 
relational variables such as customer trust, loyalty intention and citizenship performances 
(i.e. voluntary cooperation, coordination, participation) which result from interactions 
between a customer and the host firm (Porter, 2004). 
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Although both social and relational outcomes of virtual community activity have been 
widely studied by researchers as well as by practitioners, there have been few studies that 
empirically examined the relationship between customer-customer social outcomes and 
customer-business relational outcomes in the context of VC. 
In this study, VC social outcomes (i.e. sense of virtual community, VC loyalty) is posited 
to have direct effects on customer-business relational outcomes (i.e. customer trust, 
customer citizenship performances) and moderated by supports from the firm. 
Specifically, the model proposes that given a set of antecedents when customer trust and 
sense of virtual community are likely occurred, the customer's SoVC with a given VC 
has direct effects on customer citizenship performance, customer trust and VC loyalty 
and, in turn, both customer trust and VC loyalty lead to customer citizenship performance 
toward the host firm. Moreover, customer trust is hypothesized to affect on VC loyalty. 
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CUSTOMER CITIZENSHIP PERFORMANCE 
Management theory suggests that voluntary performance is reflected in an individual's 
actions that support an organization by acting as partial employees without monetary 
gain. Partial employees refer to customers who contribute to the development and 
delivery of an organization's functionality, similar to an organization's employees 
(Organ, 1988). Marketing literature originally views VC voluntary performances as 
consisting of three performances: loyalty, participation, and cooperation (Bettencourt, 
1997; Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2007). Cooperation is conceptualized as a customer's 
willingness to exhibit help-giving behaviors and undertake the coproduction of the firm' 
offerings and/or marketing that are simultaneously produced and consumed. Participation 
is conceptualized as a customer's willingness to participate in coordination tasks in VC 
collective events supported by the firm. 
Recent marketing research defined loyalty as a deeply held commitment to repurchase or 
repatronize a preferred product or service consistently in the future (Oliver, 1997). Prior 
research frequently suggests that loyal customers are likely to provide new referrals 
through positive word of mouth (Jones & Sasser, 1995). They buy more products (Berry 
& Parasuraman, 1991) and resist competitive pressures (Dick & Basu, 1994). 
While behavioral loyalty means that customers will repeatedly purchase the same brand, 
intentional loyalty is assumed to be more stable than behavioral loyalty and represents 
customers' commitment or preferences when considering unique values associated with a 
brand (Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). Oliver (1999) defined loyalty as a strong 
commitment to re-buy a preferred product or re-patronize a service consistently in the 
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future, thereby causing repetitive purchasing of same-brand or same brand-set products, 
despite situational influences. Conceptually, consumer loyalty is indicated by an intention 
to perform a diverse set of behaviors that signal a motivation to maintain a relationship 
with the focal firm, including allocating a higher share of the category wallet to the 
specific service provider, engaging in positive word of mouth (WOM), and repeat 
purchasing (Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman 1996). 
In this study, customer loyalty to the host firm is conceptualized as a customer's future 
intentions regarding doing future business with and engaging in positive word of mouth 
about the host firm. 
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VC LOYALTY AND CUSTOMER CITIZENSHIP PERFORMANCE 
Hagel and Armstrong (1997) predict that participation in voluntary contributions will 
transform active contributors into the most attractive purchasers online. This means that 
higher VC contribution levels lead to higher levels of loyalty with the host firm, "turning 
visitors into members, members into contributors, and contributors into evangelists" 
(Langerak et al., 2003; Schlosser et al., 2006). That is, VC voluntary performances may 
be directly linked to loyalty toward the host firm. 
Brand community researchers also show that sharing meaningful consumption 
experiences strengthens interpersonal ties and enhances mutual appreciation for the 
product, the brand, and the facilitating marketers. These analyses suggested that customer 
relationships with different entities in the brand community might be cumulative or even 
synergistic in forming a single construct similar to customer loyalty (McAlexander et al., 
2002). 
When community members promote their community, they also promote the firm that 
supports their community. Some volunteers report that they help others in part because 
they learn from the process (Moon & Sproull, 2001). When community members involve 
in community promotion through advice-seeking behaviors or positive word-of-mouth 
(i.e. product or service promotion), it may allow them to gain more specific and useful 
feedback that increase his or her knowledge of the particular product domain. This 
voluntary motive is concerned with acquiring the skills necessary to utilize firm's 
offerings better (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Eventually, giving a positive 
communication about the VC's services, they are coincidentally promoting the firm 
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which hosts their community. Moreover, progressing from being a visitor to an insider, 
VC members have encountered problems and accumulated knowledge and experience 
more frequently. Thus, they became experts both in a particular product or program and 
experts in giving help electronically to others with problems. 
Since benefits of various VC services and events supported by the host firm are more 
frequently exposed to the community members who are committed to the virtual 
community, it is likely that members with higher level of community commitment tend to 
participate in these activities more actively (Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006). Eventually, 
community members repeatedly interact with the firm and more likely consume VC 
services when they participate in their community. It may generate community members' 
participation in and cooperation with firm-supported programs. More loyal members 
were also found to be more socialized and active to participate in collective campaigns to 
support the firm's image (Kang et al., 2007; Kozinets, 1999; McAlexander & Koenig, 
2002) 
HI: Member's level of loyalty to the VC has positive effects on customer citizenship 
performance: a) voluntary participation, b) voluntary cooperation and c) loyalty 
intention to the host firm. 
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SENSE OF VC AND CUSTOMER CITIZENSHIP PERFORMANCE 
SENSE OF VC AND COOPERATION (HELP-GIVING, COPRODUCTION) 
Members with strong SoVC not only take care of other members they have emotional 
bond with but also give help to newcomers that are strange to them. On one hand, social 
exchange theory suggests that one would not contribute his or her consumption 
experience unless other members are recognized as his or her group mate and the 
contribution is conducive to his welfare (Chiu et al., 2006).VC members maintain 
emotional relationship with other known members by expressing care and concern for the 
welfare of their partners because they believe in such relationships, and believe that these 
supports are reciprocal (McAllister, 1995). Reciprocity occurs when one community 
member helps another member and eventually is helped in return. 
On the other hand, unlike the direct reciprocity noted in social exchange theory (Blau, 
1964), norms of reciprocity in social capital theory suggest that people do not expect to 
receive future help from the same individual, instead they may reciprocally receive help 
from someone else (McLure & Faraj, 2000). Because SoVC is a form of an attachment 
relationship with the whole community, VC members not only interact or give and take 
with specific members of a group, but also with any unknown member of the group. In 
fact, they would probably fulfill their needs from interactions with many different 
members by fostering a sense of membership with every other member, even those they 
have never met (Hill, 1996). Brand community researchers also reported the same 
findings in which members of brand communities express similar feelings, reporting 
"having helped others, both known and unknown. It was something they did without 
thinking, acting out of a sense of responsibility that they felt toward other members of the 
70 
community". This suggests a sense of community can exist in any interaction "in which 
each person has a concern for the welfare of the other," regardless of motive (Muniz & 
O'Guinn, 2001). 
SENSE OF VC AND PARTICIPATION (COMMUNAL PROGRAM, COORDINATION) 
Members with strong SoVC are more likely to participate in collective task to advance 
the community as a whole. In one direction, group cohesiveness means that the group has 
ability to influence its members and in the other direction, the acceptance of the group 
implies that a member also has some influence over what the group does (Hill, 1996). 
Thus, when people have a feeling of strong SoVC, they are more likely to exert their 
contribution on maintaining virtual community sites, training new members and 
involving VC-related decisions. A recent case study of virtual communities found that 
volunteers who maintained those sites were far more motivated by altruistic reasons than 
were other participants in the same communities (Moon & Sproull, 2001). 
Because social relationships among people can be productive resources, social capital 
theory suggests that positive communication with others in VCs are essential in 
generating intended informational benefits and social benefits such as strong 
interpersonal ties and sense of belonging that leads to higher network strength (Kang et 
al, 2007). Thus, the current study is based on the premise that VCs are likely to increase 
social capital because when people have a strong positive attitude toward community -
have a motivated, responsible sense of belongingness - they will mobilize their social 
capital more willingly and effectively by undertaking coordination tasks and joining 
communal programs supported by the firm (Wellman et al., 2001). 
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Members with strong SoVC would be concerned about the fate of their community and 
show socially desirable performances for community and toward the host firm. Sense of 
membership is also understood as a perceived oneness with a VC and the experience of 
the VC's successes and failures as one's own (Mael and Ashforth 1992). Laboratory and 
field experiments of voluntary contributions have shown that people will volunteer 
substantially when they perceive that their contributions are important to the success of 
the collective purpose and when the reward for volunteering hosts is recognized and 
valued by peers and the supporter (Fisher & Ackerman, 1998). These volunteer hosts had 
spent years of their lives adding value to the host firm and were happy to continue doing 
it, because they were giving it away to support the fate of their community (Mathwick, 
2002). Innovation researchers also found the same results in which recognitions by peers 
and by the firm are two main drivers to explain why people actively participate in joint-
innovation activities (i.e. new product design, product enhancements, and test new 
products) and also act as opinion leaders, providing insights into future trends and new 
application areas and importantly, act as advocates for the host firm (Fuller et al., 2007; 
Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006; McWilliam, 2000). 
SENSE OF VC AND LOYALTY INTENTION 
Members with strong SoVC are more active to involve in product or service promotion 
and attract new customers. Similar to organizational citizenship behavior exhibited by 
members of an organization who feel that it is their responsibility to provide technical 
assistance to others within the organization, VC members with a feeling of moral 
responsibility toward peers in their community desire to help others in more effective use 
of the product or service, to save others from negative buying experiences, or both. In an 
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organization with well-identified community attributes, individuals respond to unmet 
expectations by thinking that it must have been a mistake rather than thinking that the 
organization doesn't care about its customers or employees (Strong et al., 2001). Thus, 
when facing negative consumer experiences with a product or service, VC members more 
likely reduce the magnitude of negative impact by giving a more constructive suggestion. 
Bhattacharya & Sen (2003) use the term "embeddedness" in their description of the 
extent to which customers form bonds with other customers of an organization and 
suggest that as a customer becomes embedded in the social network of the firm they will 
recruit other customers as well as exhibit positive company WOM. 
Because of anonymity, people help others in order to build their identity and 
trustworthiness in the eyes of other members. Since it is assumed that little information 
comes through the person's social networks about other group members especially in 
virtual environment, highly active members of virtual communities may be more trusting 
than other group members (Blanchard & Horan, 2000). In addition, the perception of 
social unity and togetherness of the community will elevate one's activeness to share 
knowledge and increase both of quality and quantitative of shared consumption 
experience and interest (Chiu et al., 2006; Hsu et al., 2007). Therefore, their advices more 
likely influence on help-seekers' behaviors and attract new customers. 
Organizational researchers have consistently shown that the engagement of members, 
such as employees or alumni, leads to increased member loyalty to the organization 
(Mael & Ashforth, 1992) and deceased turnover (Strong et al , 2001; Wagner, 2006). 
Fostering a strong sense of community among stakeholders can withstand the firm's 
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occasionally honest mistake and reduce dissatisfaction and movement out of the 
stakeholder group (customers changing banks, employees resigning, or owners selling 
stock). Consequently, individuals feel a strong sense of loyalty to their own and other 
stakeholder groups (Strong et al., 2001). 
Public administration researchers has found convincing evidence that civic engagement is 
strongly and positively related to performance of the government and other social 
institutions (Putnam, 1995). Civic engagement which is similar to the sense of 
community concept refers to "people's connections with the life of their community" and 
includes such things are membership in neighborhood associations, choral societies, or 
sports clubs (Putnam 1995). Putnam's theory of social capital involves the norms of 
reciprocity and networks of civic engagement that encourage social trust and cooperation. 
Since VC members with strong SoVC are more like active to interact with other 
strangers, weak social network ties are created which positively affect norms of 
reciprocity and social trust. This process is self-reinforcing and cumulative and 
eventually leads to increased performance of the whole virtual community. Thus, it is 
expected that the average level of loyalty toward the firm is increased when SoVC is 
observed in the VC. 
Sense of community and loyalty relationship is also confirmed in marketing literature. 
When customers get together in an establishment (i.e. hair salon) for an extended period 
of time, their compatibility allows a sense of community to develop and, through this, 
loyalty to the firm (Moore et al., 2005). A study comparing the effects between 
communal programs and financial incentives on loyalty has also found that communal 
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programs elicit stronger sense of community and participants are significantly less 
predisposed to competitor switching (Rosenbaum et al., 2005). A strong sense of 
community is also distinguished through a meaningful and long lasting interaction 
between customers and the firm. This is likely to be resulted through a sustained, long-
term preference for the firm's products over those of its competitors. In other words, 
customer's loyalty is a key consequence of customer-firm emotional attachment 
(Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). 
Coproduction, participation performances are voluntary and, therefore, rely on internal 
motivation for their performance. Thus, it is reasonable to argue that a sense of 
community is a driver of these activities. 
H2: Customer's level of sense of virtual community has a positive effect on customer 
citizenship performance including a) voluntary participation, b) voluntary 
cooperation, and c) loyalty intention to the host firm. 
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MEDIATING ROLE OF TRUST 
TRUST AND CUSTOMER CITIZENSHIP PERFORMANCES 
The current study presumes that a community member perceiving the efforts that a 
community supporter undertakes to enhance member's interaction and to reward 
member's contribution in virtual communities will reciprocate by exercising their 
voluntary performances to support the firm. 
Prior online studies suggest that trust affects loyalty intentions, Web site traffic and visits 
(Shankar, Urban, and Sultan 2002; Yoon 2002). VC studies also found that trust is the 
most important antecedents to customers' loyalty (Kim et al., 2004). In relationship 
building, customer trust plays a role as a mediator between relationship investments and 
customer loyalty intentions (Geyskens, Steenkamp, and Kumar, 1998). The firm's 
investment of time, money and effort in VC building has a positive effect on the future 
loyalty intentions of highly relational VC members (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; 
Mathwick, 2002). 
Thus, it is expected that a community member would be willing to grant loyalty to a 
trusted community supporter in an attempt to reciprocate the firm efforts to support his or 
her relationship in the virtual community. The more marketers can provide virtual 
community of consumption members with the meaning, connection, inspiration, 
aspiration, and even mystery and sense of purpose that is related to their shared 
consumption identities, the more those customers will become and remain loyal 
(Kozinets, 1999). 
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Indeed, reciprocity literature suggests that the host firm's efforts of giving things away to 
customers create in them a sense of obligation to return the gift of trust to the firm (De 
Wulf et al., 2001) and allows the firm to make their margins on what is difficult for other 
competitors to copy (Kozinets, 1999). The presence of trust also increases the customer's 
attitude and reduces risk perception of negative outcomes associated with being loyal to 
the firm (Mayer et al. 1995; Morgan and Hunt 1994; Schlosser et al , 2006). 
There is also empirical evidence of the relationship between customer trust and loyalty. 
Garbino and Johnson (1999) found that customer trust mediates the relationship between 
attitude and to the willingness of the customer to engage in future interactions. 
Furthermore, trust is significantly related to customer loyalty (Sirdeshmukh et al. 2002). 
Some features of social organization such as norms of reciprocity and social trust 
facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit (Putnam, 1995). Trust eases 
cooperation, and the more that parties trust the other and the more they feel that other 
trust them, then the greater the likelihood of cooperation among these parties. According 
to Putnam, there is a belief that "good acts" or pro-social behavior will be reciprocated at 
a later point. 
Furthermore, the gift-giving theory has shown that a sense of indebtedness of rewards 
and assistance gifted to a VC member will generate trust of those who provide those 
rewards and assistances (Dorsch & Kelley, 1994). Thus, the customer is motivated to 
engage in promotion (i.e. eWOM, help-giving) and cooperation (i.e. innovation, 
communal program) to give the firm "something in return" for its supports and rewards 
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006; Rosenbaum et al., 2005). 
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McAllister (1995) showed that parties who develop trust based on voluntary performance 
express a significant amount of reciprocal voluntary performance toward the trusted 
party. A member of a virtual community is likely to perceive cooperation and 
coordination efforts as extra-role performance since it requires efforts beyond that of the 
traditional customer-firm exchange. It is posited here that a customer's willingness to 
participate in cooperative and coordinative efforts such as product design, feedback or 
improvement is representative of reciprocal voluntary performance toward a trusted 
community supporter (see Zand's 1972 discussion of the trust spiral). Empirically, 
Morgan and Hunt (1994) found that trust encourages cooperation among trading partners. 
Other VC researchers also conceptualize trust as a relational effect on voluntary 
performances (Ba, 2001; Chiu et al., 2006; Hsu et al., 2007). 
H3: Customer's level of trust has a positive effect on customer citizenship 
performances including a) voluntary participation, b) voluntary cooperation, and c) 
loyalty intention to the host firm. 
« 
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TRUST AND SOVC 
Previous studies have addressed the impact of online community feature on trust (Bart et 
al., 2005; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001; Shankar et al., 2002; Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). 
Shankar, Urban, and Sultan (2002) provide a broad conceptual overview and framework 
of antecedents and consequences of online trust from multiple stakeholder perspectives. 
They identify a wide range of Web site characteristics including community features as 
potential drivers of online trust. Muniz and O'Guinn (2001) suggest that a successful 
online community with a structured set of social interactions based on a shared 
consciousness, rituals and traditions, and a sense of moral responsibility can enhance the 
customer's level of trust in the online firm. These community features promote 
information exchange and consumption knowledge sharing that offer a supportive 
environment for the customer, reduce asymmetric information bias and thus increase 
customer trust (Bart et al., 2005). 
Organizational behavior literature also found the relationship between SoC 
"camaraderie", the degree to which staff feels like a team or a family, and trust in the 
organization. Fostering feelings of hospitality and intimacy contributes to employees' 
developing relationships, cooperating with others, enjoying work, and increasing 
company's morale (Marrewijk, 2004). Similarly, staff members experiencing a strong 
sense of community in schools report a higher belief in the success of school reform than 
their counterparts (Royal & Rossi, 1996). Leading Internet firms also understand the 
import of customer's trust and sense of community relationship, as Podavano, director of 
Internet and e-business at Compaq, says, "When a customer is part of a community, there 
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is even more reason to build trust; in private e-marketplaces you have to have absolute 
trust or risk banishment." (Sultan & Mooraj, 2001). 
The effect of SoVC on Trust is also in compliance with social cognitive theory (SCT). 
While SCT advocates the relationship of triadic reciprocity among the three 
determinants: personal factors (sense of VC belonging) and environment (trust) on 
individual behavior (customer voluntary performance in VC) (Wood and Bandura, 1989), 
this study, as presented in previous sections, more concerns with the effects of personal 
factor and environment on individual behavior. In this study, VC value is viewed as an 
object that can be accessed and retrieved by members of VCs (Gruen, 2005). Trust and 
SoVC are seen as predictors of voluntary performances since both of them are considered 
as main influences at cognitive level (Wood and Bandura, 1989). Furthermore, with trust, 
organizations could form their collective characteristics, such as predictability, reliability, 
and fairness (Gefen, 2000). Thus, supports by firm are predictors of trust and also of 
SoVC. On the other hand, because people are both products and producers of their 
environment (Wood and Bandura, 1989) and VC member is the main source of 
knowledge generation, it is reasonable to assume that sense of virtual community should 
have influence on trust and voluntary performances. 
Similar to the notion of SoVC, research in social identity theory suggests that when 
members identify with the VC, they perceive themselves as an actual or symbolic part of 
the VC and are more likely to develop identification with and trust in the VC (Ashforth & 
Mael, 1989; Porter, 2004). Identification-based trust consists of the emotional bonds 
between a member and the VC (Hsu et al., 2007). Beliefs about the trustworthiness of a 
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group influence the perception of trustworthiness of the individual members of that group 
(Williams, 2001). Such perceptions are based on the similarity, proximity, and common 
fate of the VC. Since having a sense of membership, VC members are more likely to 
develop ties (i.e. business, connection) with the whole VC, their trusted target, and thus 
have more chance to perceive the connection and similarity between the firm and its 
subunit, the VC. Perceived interaction and similarity between the VC, trusted target, and 
the firm, less trusted target, is the premise for member' trusting beliefs in the host firm 
(Stewart, 2003). In such case, VC members use a third party's definition of another as a 
basis for defining that other as trustworthy and transfer from their trusted "proof source", 
the VC, to the host firm with which VC members has little or no direct experience 
(Doney & Cannon, 1997). 
Social capital is positively related to a sense of membership because it is perceived by 
members of a community as a membership's benefits including socialization, altruistic 
behavior, trust, and confidence in mankind (Fraering & Minor, 2006; Pooley et al., 2005). 
Thus, in a VC where SoVC is observed, VC members incline to reproduce weak ties 
because these ties contribute more to social capital through a flatter or more horizontal 
network. Since flatter or more horizontal networks provide the mechanism through which 
information about the firm's trustworthiness travels to a wider variety of groups 
(Blanchard & Horan, 2000), VC members with strong SoVC are more likely develop 
higher trust in the firm. 
H4: Customer' level of SoVC has a positive effect on customer' trust in the host firm 
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VIRTUAL COMMUNITY LOYALTY 
Virtual communities tend to be characterized by a low entry and exit barriers. If a 
member does not agree with the group norms, the easiest option is to leave the virtual 
community and join another that is more similar in beliefs and behavior. In traditional 
groups, this option to leave and withdraw from group pressure to conform to norms is 
less available. Thus, VC loyalty is conceptualized as a community member's willingness 
to continue his or her membership and to promote the VC to other nonmembers. 
TRUST AND VC LOYALTY 
An alternative to explain why customers continue their membership of a certain VC is 
their belief in the trustworthiness of the firm supporting the VC. In marketing literature, 
trust has been found to affect on customer membership continuity in various contexts 
such as professional association (Gruen et al., 2000), paid membership (Bhattacharya, 
1998), nonprofit organization (Bhattacharya et al., 1995), university alumni (Mael & 
Ashforth, 1992) and managing group (McAllister, 1995). For example, Bhattacharya 
(1998) reported that art museum members depending on their beliefs of the 
organization's ability to provide various membership benefits may decide to change their 
membership level (i.e., upgrade or downgrade) to the organization. Similarly, Mael & 
Ashforth (1992) found that emotional trust or identification-based trust encourages 
alumnus to strengthen their membership of the alma mater. 
In the context of online marketing, trust makes consumers comfortable sharing personal 
information, making purchases, and acting on Web vendor advice (McKnight et al., 
2002). Its consequences also include reduction of risk perception and behavioral 
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opportunism (Porter, 2004; Shankar et al., 2002). Trust is also found to mediate the affect 
of website design investment on website loyalty and purchase intentions (Schlosser etal., 
2006; Wang et al., 2006). Since trusting beliefs will relate positively to trusting intentions 
(McKnight et al., 2002), a consumer with high trusting beliefs perceives the host firm to 
provide its community service that enable the consumer to depend on the firm to inquire 
information about the firm's products or services (Gefen, 2000). In addition, perceptions 
that the firm is trustworthy and willing to support member interaction, invest in VC 
content and reward VC contributors encourage the consumer to continue their 
membership of the VC. Theory of reasoned action research also supports the same result 
in which beliefs strongly predict corresponding intentions (Davis et al. 1989; Hsu & Lu, 
2005). In other words, a community member with high trusting beliefs in the host firm is 
more likely to continue his or her membership of the VC. Thus, it is hypothesized that 
H5: Customer trust in the host firm has a positive effect on customer's loyalty to the 
virtual community 
83 
SENSE OF VC AND VC LOYALTY 
The feeling of community membership may be the most important motivator for 
sustained VC members' loyalty. Although the community is an open environment, 
individuals' participation is typically affected by other users' opinion (Schlosser, 2005). 
The perception of acceptance by other members will encourage customers to further 
participate in VC (Hsu & Lu, 2005). Moreover, in the process of satisfying individuals' 
needs as well as achieving a common interest and building relationships, users are likely 
to develop members' attraction to the community and vice versa. The collective sense 
would develop cohesion and consequently form a positive attitude toward the 
community. Finally, member's preference will influence member's loyalty to the online 
community (Hsu & Lu, 2005; Kang et al., 2007). Social identification theory has also 
found that perceived oneness with or belongingness to an organization, where the 
individual defines him or herself in terms of the organization of which he or she is a 
member consequently leads to loyalty to that organization, in this case, the virtual 
community (Mael and Ashforth, 1992; Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Perceived oneness 
whereby individuals see themselves as one with another person or group of people refers 
to an individual's sense of belonging and positive attitude toward a virtual community, 
which is similar to emotional commitment proposed by Ellemers et al. (1999). Emotional 
commitment fosters loyalty and citizenship performances in the group setting (Bergami 
& Bagozzi, 2000), and is useful in explaining individuals' willingness to maintain 
committed relationships with virtual communities (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002; Dholakia 
et al., 2004). 
H6: Customer's level of sense of virtual community has a positive effect on 
customer's loyalty to the virtual community 
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SENSE OF VIRTUAL COMMUNITY 
SOVC AND PERCEIVED VC MEMBER'S SUPPORT 
Although researchers have suggested various types of customer-customer supportive 
values that members exchange, the majority of taxonomies conclude that two types -
social support, and instrumental support - are essential to member's feelings in a VC 
(Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2002; Gruen et al., 2005; McAlexander et al., 2002). Social 
support provides people with a partner for activities, discussing their feelings and 
expressing their concerns and worries. Instrumental support provides members with 
practical help, assistance or financial aid to accomplish specific tasks. 
Dunham et al. (1998) study presented evidence that an on-line community can provide 
meaningful social support. They found that a higher communication through e-mail 
messages were classified as supportive and that more frequent on-line participation 
related to lower feelings of isolation and higher unity and togetherness. Similarly, higher 
perceived supports from other members also remedy some of the negative effects 
associated with social exclusion (Baumeister et al., 2002; Maner et al., 2007) as well as 
enhance the connection to online groups (McKenna et al., 2002). Moreover, a qualitative 
study by McAlexander et al. (2002) evidenced that people attend events and meetings 
organized by firms because of the desire to get in touch with customers they already met 
in previous meetings. 
Self-report data from other studies also suggest that information exchange contributed to 
the belief that membership in the community was useful for meeting members' needs. 
When having both public and private social-emotional support, VC members are 
considered as accepted and valued members in the community (Blanchard & Markus, 
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2004). By receiving social-emotional and instrumental support, VC members can fulfill 
their needs (e.g. professional development), be more congruent with group norms and 
perceive cohesiveness (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002), influence on and be influenced by 
other members (Schlosser, 2005), create identities for themselves and make 
identifications of others (Blanchard & Markus, 2004), and increase feelings of attachment 
to the whole VC (Dholakia et al., 2004). Thus, it is hypothesized that: 
H7: Perceived member's supports have a positive effect on VC member's level of 
sense of virtual community. 
SOVC AND LEVEL OF VC COMMUNICATION 
Researchers have found that level of communication in community activities, such as 
meetings, related to the participants' sense of community (Kruger et al., 2001). McMillan 
and Chavis (1986) proposed that level of involvement within a community helps build an 
emotional connection among its members. Results of the Dunham et al. (1998) study 
support the importance of level of involvement in an on-line setting. They found that 
consistency of involvement (i.e., connections to the computer network) related positively 
to sense of community. Level of VC communication derived from information system 
perspective is conceptualized as the consistency of connecting to a VC and amount of 
shared information (measured by numbers of posts and replies) a VC member exchanges 
with others. 
H8: a VC member's level of VC communication has a positive effect on his or her 
level of sense of virtual community 
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FIRM SUPPORTS AS MODERATORS & ANTECEDENTS 
TRUST AND SOVC RELATIONSHIP 
Previous studies has showed that firm's support for member communication stimulates 
more active communication, enhance the opportunity for members to develop close 
relationship with each other and with the host firm, and lead to the increased level of 
relationships with both the community and the firm (Kang et al., 2007; Rowley, 2001). 
Similarly, research in brand building context has suggested that firm may take indirect 
role in establishing the shared rituals, traditions, and meanings that foster consciousness 
of kind and have incentives to exercise moral responsibility to community (Muniz & 
O'guinn, 2001; Porter, 2004). Since it is harder to develop beliefs in an entity's abilities, 
benevolence and integrity when there is little interaction with it, a better communication 
system helps customers who are more attached with and integrated to the community 
build a stronger trusting belief toward the host firm. 
Focusing on sociability and usability, information system researchers suggest that a VC 
with supports by the firm may strengthen the impact of sense of belonging on trust in the 
host firm. According to them, communication support and content enhancement promotes 
this impact in the sense that they increase ease of use and usefulness and makes 
customers more confident to expect that the firm will perform in according to customers' 
interests. Since usefulness and ease of use will promote stronger desire to participate in 
and interact with other members in the community, customers may have more chance to 
understand firm's products and policies. This makes them feel more comfortable and less 
risky when participating in the community or dealing with the firm's online services. 
Therefore, communication support and content enhancement should speed up the transfer 
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process from a perception toward the community to a belief toward the firm's ability, 
benevolence and integrity. 
Like other supports by firm, firm's recognition for contribution such as formal rankings, 
privilege to access firm's resources, and participation in VC-related decisions may be 
expected to enhance the relationship between member's sense of community and trust in 
the firm. Since high attached customers have greater investments in and responsibility for 
the VC, tangible or intangible benefits of recognition signal the firm's efforts to value 
these contribution and, in turn, VC members will be motivated by further developing 
their trust toward the firm. Thus, it is hypothesized that: 
H9: When a VC member's perception of a) support for member communication; b) 
content enhancement; and c) recognition for contribution increases, the relationship 
between his or her sense of virtual community and trust in the host firm will be 
strengthened. 
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CCP AND VC LOYALTY RELATIONSHIP 
Although VC loyalty is posited to have an effect on CCP, not all VC loyal members 
exhibit consumer citizenship performances. Only those who are motivated and have 
opportunities to do so are likely to behave as organizational citizens. On the other hand, 
CCP is the ultimate goal the firm aims to when it invests in the virtual community and 
provides supports for its customers. Therefore, the valuable distinction of firm supports 
perceived by VC members will facilitate the impact of VC loyalty on CCP. Specifically, 
support for communication facilitates CCP in the way that members can help others, 
express WOM and involve in suggestion boxes more easily. On the other side, 
communication facilitates easier comparison of alternatives and makes it faster any 
negative word-of-mouth when the firm is unintentionally offering an inferior product or 
when the firm has involved in deceptive activities. This increases the chances for 
competing products to lure existing customers, and loss of loyalty to the focal service. 
Therefore, relationship between VC loyalty and loyalty intention depends on how firm 
deals with these issues. An appropriate response by providing credible & timely 
information and a positive communication mechanism not only reduces negative effects, 
but also shows that the firm really cares about its customer's benefits. 
Also, content enhancement may create more relevant information for customers while 
they choose the service provider. The easier access to information typically reinforces the 
tendency to go back to a preferred service provider. Moreover, since these community-
committed members are customers or potential customers of the host firm, who primarily 
visit the community to satisfy their information need, efforts of the firm to provide 
valuable content will increase customers' perception about firm's obligations and 
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reciprocate by sharing their valuable information. Thus, perceived content enhancement 
may also have an impact on the relationship between an individual's loyalty to the online 
community and voluntary contributions to the host firm. Likewise, the firm may motivate 
loyal members by offering them various feedback or rewards for contribution to involve 
in CCP. An inappropriate or poor reward system will erode enthusiasts' intrinsic 
motivation for contribution (Moon & Sproull, 2001). Since incentives are valued by 
customers under different degree and perspectives, it is likely that higher perception of 
recognition will promote a stronger relationship between VC member loyalty and CCP. 
Thus, it is hypothesized that: 
H10: When a VC member's perception of a) support for member communication; 
b) content enhancement; and c) recognition for contribution increases, the 
relationship between his or her VC loyalty and CCP will be strengthened. 
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TRUST AND FIRM SUPPORTS 
Perceived support for member communication is conceptualized as the extent to which 
the organization provides its members with the motivation, opportunity, and ability to 
exchange value with one another (Gruen et al., 2000). Empirical service marketing 
studies suggest that perceived firm's responses to service atmospherics may enhance the 
quality of customer interactions as well as customer compatibility and subsequently 
create a positive feeling about the service provider (Bettencourt, 1997; Bitner, 1990; 
Moore et al., 2005). Also, since perceived support by the firm strengthens a customer's 
belief that firm truly cares about them and values them as a valuable customer, it is 
expected that customer trust and perceived support for member communication will be 
positively related. 
HI la: Perceived support for member communication has a positive effect on 
customer trust in the host firm 
Perceived VC content enhancement is conceptualized as a community member's belief 
that a host firm makes efforts to provide members with access to quality information. 
Quality information refers to the credibility, accessibility, relevancy and timeliness of the 
information provided by the firm. The trust-building process requires that online firm 
clearly define the community's focus and provide update, reliable and useful content 
(Rothaermel and Sugiyama 2001; Williams and Cothrell, 2000). There is evidence that 
suggests a positive relationship between content enhancement and customer's belief in 
the firm's efforts. In general online context, website design investment is hypothesized to 
enhance customer trusting beliefs and intentions (Schlosser et al., 2006). Members are 
likely to trust of and stay at a VC not only if they had a successful experience with the 
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VC, but also if they think that the VC has something new to offer (Rowley, 2001). It is 
expected, therefore, that the customer's perception that the host firm is providing access 
to quality content in a virtual community will result in a positive customer's belief of the 
firm. 
HI lb: Perceived VC content enhancement has a positive effect on customer trust in 
the host firm 
Perceived recognition for contributions is conceptualized as the extent to which the firm 
demonstrates to the coproducing members that it values their contributions (Gruen et al., 
2000). Notice that both suggestions for improvement and complaints are considered 
contributions. There are evidences that when the firm properly recognizes and provides 
positive feedback and reward for VC members' contribution, this motivates VC members 
to undertake the firm's domain (Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006; Preece, 2001). 
Specifically, consumers are willingness to provide feedback to firms regarding product or 
service issues in the hope of ultimately receiving product or service enhancements 
(Mathwick, 2002). They also incline to donate their efforts to the firm when receiving 
exclusive visibility of membership as categorized in the group they want to belong to 
(Bhattacharya et al., 1995). Since recognition for contributions reflects the organization's 
commitment to its contributing members (Gruen et al., 2000), given the findings that 
people tend to feel more favorable toward the firm that provide positive feedback, 
recognition for contributions should also have positive, direct effects on customer trust. 
Hllc: Perceived recognition for contribution has a positive effect on customer trust 
in the host firm 
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CHAPTER IV 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND M E T H O D 
This chapter describes the research design used to test the proposed model and 
hypotheses. The first section describes the research procedures used to conduct the study 
and the following sections describe the sampling plan, measures and data collection that 
were used in this study. 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
As mentioned in the previous section, the objective of this dissertation is to investigate 
factors such as consumers' feelings (sense of community, trust) and the host firm's 
supports that motivate consumers to exhibit their voluntary contributions and continue 
their membership in a firm-hosted online community. There are several research 
questions. First, whether social outcomes of customer-to-customer interactions have 
positive effects on relational outcomes of business-to-customer relationship? More 
specifically, how trust in the VC-host firm and sense of virtual community mediate the 
impacts of firm-related supports and VC members-related supports on the community-
expected and the firm-expected outcomes. Second, how firm-related variables - support 
for member communication, content enhancement and recognition for contribution -
foster consumer trust in the VC-host firm and consumer sense of virtual community? 
And, how VC member-related variables - perceived member's support and level of VC 
communication - contribution to the creation of sense of virtual community? Finally, 
how firm-related variables - support for member communication, content enhancement 
and recognition for contribution - moderate the relationship between customer-customer 
social outcomes and customer-business relational outcomes? Along with these purposes, 
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the methodology used to test the research model is a cross-sectional survey of members 
of firm-hosted virtual communities. Thus, it could produce quantitative data that aligns 
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Figure 2: Research procedure 
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EXPLORATORY STUDY 
In the exploratory study, the author conducted a rigorous literature review combined with 
observations in firm-hosted virtual communities to construct hypotheses and the proposed 
model. The dissertation supervisors provided feedback concerning this qualitative study. 
Firm-hosted online communities (e.g. Campbell's community, Nike+ community) were 
observed and taken into account during the model development stage. 
Since the research settings has a unique characteristic (i.e. online and collective), the 
author used unobtrusive observation and direct interaction with VC members to observe 
some major concepts such as sense of virtual community, perceived member support, 
virtual community loyalty, etc in target online communities. Figure 3 and 4 are messages 
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Figure 4: Sense of Community and Voluntary Participation 
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Rate this post "C 
Jenn..Yes he did, and he is doing somewhat better. 
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i of the donations have come from fellow ffike+ users. 
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those of you who have supported us in the Road to The Relay Challenge. 
Figure 5: VC Member Support 
Observation in and interaction with an online community has several advantages over the 
traditional qualitative methods in offline settings, such as focus groups and personal 
interviews. First, member interactions can be observed in a context that is real and not 
created or manipulated by the researcher. 
Second, the community can be studied without any invasion of privacy or interference 
with its activity, while focus groups and personal interviews cannot be conducted 
unobtrusively. For example, the author was able to open a threat for discussion about 
studied constructs without collecting participants' personal information or interrupting 
their activities in the community. See Figure 6 and 7. 
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Figure 7: Discussions about Sense of Community 
Finally, online communities can be accessible 24/7 and at any place. Thus, in contrast to 
traditional qualitative methods, online community research is less time consuming, less 
costly, and real-time, because of continuous access to informants (Kozinets 2002). 
QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN 
Although web-based questionnaire approach have to overcome several challenges such as 
inaccurate response rate and response bias due to passive sampling, compared with the 
emailing questionnaire approach it was preferred to conduct the survey since the web-
based approach is more efficient to control responses from respondents, to avoid junk 
email problem and to reduce data entry errors. On the basis of some evidence from 
qualitative research and relevant literature, respondents were asked to focus on the VC 
they are currently a member of. 
The questionnaire starts with an introduction about the study and was structured into 
seven Web pages of questions that address perception-based measures related to the 
hypothesized constructs, and information about the respondents' psychographics and 
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demographics (see Appendix A). Specifically, introduction page presents the purpose of 
the study, how data would be used and asked target respondents for their voluntary 
participation. The second and third pages contain questions related to VC members' 
perceptions about the community, including sense of virtual community, loyalty toward 
the community and perceived supports from other VC members. The next three pages 
devotes to questions asking respondents about the host firm, including customer 
citizenship performance, trust in the host firm and perceived supports by the firm. The 
last pages cover respondents' psychographics and demographics. Questions in this 
section are optional. Responses are collected via a close-ended questionnaire. Seven-
point Likert scale from 1 'strongly disagree' to 7 'strongly agree' is anchored for each 
item. The questionnaire was designed using Inquisite 8.0 and to reduce measurement 
errors, the software provides some techniques as follows: 1) Measurement items were 
automatically randomized within each set of construct items; 2) Items for one construct 
were placed in one table question; 3) The scale anchors (e.g. strongly agree, strongly 
disagree) were labeled continuously; 4) A continuously visible bar chart shows the real-
time percentage of the survey completed by the respondent; and 5) Automatic prompts 
appears to inform a respondent that he/she has not provided an answer to a survey 
question 
Note that the questionnaire used for pretest in ODU is slightly modified to conform to 
student pool. The screening questions assess whether a student has VC experience and is 
eligible for the survey, based on current or past membership in a virtual community. 
Eligible students are allowed to respond to all questions, while students without VC 
experience only answer demographic questions. 
PRETEST 
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The pretest step focused on questionnaire clarity, question wording, questionnaire 
applicability (e.g. time to complete, web-based questionnaire designed to run in Internet 
browsers such as Internet Explorer or Mozilla Firefox) and construct reliability. In this 
procedure, respondents who are currently ODU students or staffs and have some 
experience about firm-hosted online communities were invited to comments on the 
questionnaire. Their comments were considered a basis for questionnaire revisions. Then, 
the revised questionnaire was again published on the ODU website. Undergraduate 
students who were studying at CBPA were asked to participate in the research. The 
sample for pretest was comprised of 32 respondents4. The sample size was sufficient for 
testing construct reliability for major variables, given the number of items of each 
construct. Regarding measurement reliability, the Cronbach's alpha for all measures 
exceeded the minimum standard of .70 (Nunnally, 1978), with a half of scales having 
alphas exceeding 0.90. Table 10 presents the measurement reliability of the studied 
scales. 
Table 10: Measurement Reliability of the Scales 
Construct Alpha 
Trust in the host-firm (Tru) 0.95 
Sense of virtual community (SoC) 0.86 
Voluntary participation (Par) 0.95 
Loyalty to the firm (Loy) 0.93 
Voluntary cooperation (Cop) 0.88 
Virtual community loyalty (Com) 0.89 
3 Dissertation committee, one ODU staff and two graduate students. 
4 32 out of 254 students were qualified to take the survey. 
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SAMPLING 
Since this research addresses the inter-effects of social and relational variables in VCs, 
the population of interest includes members of firm-hosted virtual communities on the 
Internet. Survey respondents are current members of virtual communities that are 
sponsored by consumer-product firms. 
There are some reasons for selecting an online survey as opposed to traditional postal 
mail to conduct the research. First, online survey is consistent with the context of this 
study and target sample would be familiar with online survey techniques since 
respondents are Internet users. Second, the survey was designed and conducted in 
established online communities. So, it was able to identify and reach target respondents 
effectively. Finally, an online self-administered questionnaire can help to reduce survey 
cost and time, and to eliminate geographical limit (Dillman, 2000). 
On the other hand, experiments in laboratory settings, in nature, have some disadvantages 
that are difficult to avoid such that the external validity is problematic, the sample size is 
often small and it is difficult in manipulating the experimental conditions to study 
perceptional constructs such as sense of community (Blanchard & Markus, 2004). 
Therefore, it is reasonable to study established virtual communities where observed 
SoVC is greater and, thus, maximizes external validity. 
In general, there are two approaches to conduct a survey in an online community. The 
first one uses online consumer panels in which respondents are not requested to answer 
about any given online community instead they themselves specify the name of an online 
community they are participating in (Porter, 2004). Although this method can provide 
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data with a high variance of responses to test the proposed model, it may incur a high 
measurement error on respondents who have to recall their activities in their online 
community or who have participated in several online communities at the same time. 
Furthermore, the survey can be very costly since it is hard to reach a qualified respondent 
among a number of Internet users. 
In the second approach, the survey is conducted in established virtual communities. 
Members of these VCs are requested to answer questions about the given VC they are 
currently participating in (Nambisan, 2005). The advantages of this method are 
measurement error and cost reductions. 
In accordance with recent studies (Nambisan, 2005; Ridings et al., 2002), this study 
conducted the survey in selected online communities. To increase variance of responses, 
a number of different VCs were selected as a tentative pool of respondents. Moreover, to 
select a qualify online community in which not only sense of community should be 
observed among VC members, but also the number of postings and discussions is large 
enough to measure the level of interested variables, this paper suggests the following 
criteria: 
(a) the community is run by or is directly connected to and supported by a firm that 
makes the product or provides the services (which members are buyers of or potential 
buyers of). 
(b) the community must have at least (i) 10 postings per day; (ii) 15 different individuals 
posting over each 3 day period and (iii) 80% of postings receiving reply (Ridings et al., 
2002). 
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Since the list of existing firm-hosted online communities is not available, this paper used 
Marketing Science Institute (MSI) member companies as a starting point to search for 
target firm-hosted online communities. After passing the above criteria, 28 qualified 
communities were selected. See Appendix B for the list of 28 communities. 
A letter of research invitation describing goal of the study, survey plan, research sponsor 
etc. was sent to management boards of the 28 selected virtual communities to ask for 
participation in the study. Twelve communities did not reply, other ten refused to 
cooperate, and six communities agreed to participate. However, two communities were 
dropped out since their requirements do not meet the purpose of the study. Table 11 
presents a summary of characteristics of the four studied communities. 
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Table 11: Summary of Four Studied Communities 
























Nike+ Discussion Forums provide 
Nike members several sub-forums for 
funs and discussions, such as 
Challenges, Run Together, Facts & 
Funs, Questions & Answers, Products 
& Technology, Nike+ Coach. 
Nikeplus Module gives Nike+ runners 
(members) powerful tools for their 
training and community connection. 
These tools include My Runs (Run, 
Training, Goals, My Nike+ Mini, Map 
It, Widgets), Challenges (My 
Challenge, Gallery, Create A 
Challenge), Community (Teams, 
Events, Distance Club, World Runs), 
and Gear & Music (Gear, Power Song, 
Workout, Sport iMixes) 
Nike+ Discussion Forums and 
Nikeplus Module strongly tie in an 
innovative method in term of 
technology and management. 
Nike partners with Apple to allow its 
members to upload their running data 
to the community database. 
myNBC is a hierarchical message 
board with two levels. The myNBC 
board is organized for normal myNBC 
users, while the moderator forum is 
reserved for myNBC moderating team. 
A moderator can view messages 
posted in both levels, while messages 
created in the moderator forum is 
invisible to a normal member. 
myNBC is the biggest among studied 
communities. The community 
provides a number of communicating 
tools for its members, such as myNBC 
Home to personalize member account 
including myProfile, myMedia and 
myNetwork; People to enhance 
personal relationships; Boards (main 
message boards) for discussions; 
Groups to join various groups and thus 
enhance social networking; and 
Videos to share user's video. 
Kiw;nils S w a n Managing 
Hoard 
The question author 
will have the option to 
mark any response as 
either "helpful" or 
"answered", both of 
which will add points 
to the answerer's 
account. For example, 
6 points for a helpful 
post and 10 points for 
correct post. 
There are two reward 
systems in myNBC: 
topic and member 
ratings from one to 
five stars. myNBC 
members can upgrade 
their rank by posting 
new messages and 
collecting stars. 
Nike staffs 
involve in the 
community 
under screen 
names such as 
Nike+Pro 1, 
Nike+ Pro 4, 
Nike+Pro 16, 
and Nike+ Pro 
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NBCSkampy is 







such as user 
moderator, 
administrator, 
root admin etc. 
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Members can send and receive private 
email-like messages among 
themselves. Like regular email, but 
only for messages sent within the 
community. 
A list of friends can be created in 
personal profile. 
The community includes two parts: 
message boards for sharing ideas and 
recipe exchange for exchanging or 
publishing recipes. 
Posts are list from newest to oldest. 
Ki'\v:iril\ Svsli'in 
Ratings: a particular 
content can be rated 
with 1-5 stars. 
Reward points are 
assigned to a post 
(usually a question) by 
its author. The author 
then awards part or all 
of those assigned 
points to other 
members whose 
replies are helpful in 
answering the 
question. 
Members may elect to 
rate a member or 
particular content with 
1-5 stars. 
Food and Family 
Magazines are sent to 
members who have 
valuable contribution 
to the community. 
They can also access 
to a variety of new 
simple, delicious and 
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KEY CONSTRUCT MEASURES 
The current study develops measures following standard psychometric scale development 
procedures (Anderson and Gerbing 1988; Bagozzi and Phillips 1982). Multi-item scales 
are generated on the basis of previous measures, a review of the relevant literature, and 
interviews with people who are currently members of online forums directly sponsored 
by ecommerce firms. 
CONSUMER CITIZENSHIP PERFORMANCE 
Conceptually, customer citizenship performance measures all voluntary and relevant 
behaviors of community members that directly or indirectly contribute to the 
community's and the firm's performance. Specifically, customer citizenship performance 
as recommended by previous marketing researchers can be categorized into three 
dimensions including loyalty (the customer acts as promoter of the firm), cooperation 
(the customer acts as human resource), and participation (the customer acts as 
organizational consultant) (Bettencourt, 1997). 
A pool of CCP-related measures from Bhattacharya & Sen's (2003) consumer loyalty 
scale; Bettencourt's (1997) service scales; Gruen et al.'s (2000) coproduction scale; Koh 
& Kim's (2004) community participation scale; Podsakoff et al.'s (2000) helping 
behavior and organizational compliance scales; Porter's (2004) community scale; 
Rosenbaum & Massiah's (2007) cooperation scale; Sirdeshmukh et al.'s (2002) retail and 
service loyalty scale and Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman's (1996) organizational loyalty 
scale are reviewed and summarized. Consumer citizenship performance items are, then, 
adapted from three scales: Bettencourt (1997) for participation; Rosenbaum & Massiah 
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(2007) for cooperation and Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman (1996) for loyalty intention. 
Since most of these scales were developed in contexts that are different from virtual 
community, items of the three citizenship dimensions are selected and modified to fit in 
the virtual community context. 
First, loyalty intention scale measures a customer's future actions regarding doing 
business with and engaging in positive word of mouth about the VC-host firm. The scale 
items that reflect loyalty dimension are adapted from Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman's 
(1996) organizational loyalty scale (reported reliability of .93). The 3-item scale captures 
how VC members intent to continue their business with the firm and how they are willing 
to recruit new customers. Second, voluntary participation scale measures a VC member's 
willingness to participate actively in extra roles such as consultancy and governance that 
are beyond generally expected levels. The scale items that reflect the participation 
dimension are adapted from Bettencourt's (1997) participation scale (reliability of .85) 
and Rosenbaum & Massiah's (2007) participation scale (reliability of .90) in service 
context. The 5-item scale focuses on the extent to which VC members contribute to 
community contents and programs, monitor community and firm-related problems, and 
play as helpful consultants. Finally, voluntary cooperation scale measures a VC 
member's willingness to cooperate with the VC-host firm. The scale items that reflect the 
cooperation dimension are adapted from Rosenbaum & Massiah's (2007) cooperation 
scale (reliability of .77) since Rosenbaum & Massiah's measures are also derived from 
Bettencourt's. The 4-item scale centralizes on to what extent VC members involve in 
helping other members, co-produce with employees and follow rules and policies of 
community and the firm. 
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VIRTUAL COMMUNITY LOYALTY 
Essentially, loyalty to a virtual community is similar to loyalty intention to the firm in the 
sense that it indicates a deep and lasting bond between the two parties. However, while 
loyalty to a virtual community is come from social interactions among members sharing 
values, the foundation of loyalty to a firm derives from relational interactions between a 
customer and the firm. 
Virtual community loyalty items are adapted from scales developed and recommended in 
Algesheimer et al. (2005). These items are selected and modified so that they represent 
VC member' future intentions in the context of online direct marketing to consumers. 
Specifically, the scale items that reflect VC member loyalty are mainly based on items 
from Algesheimer et al.'s (2005) membership continuance and recommendation 
intentions scales (reliabilities of .84 and .78, respectively) although Koh & Kim's (2004) 
community promotion scale (reliability of .78) and Van Dyne et al.'s (1994) 
organizational loyalty scale (reliability of .91) are also reviewed and summarized. The 3-
item scale captures the degree of VC members' intentions to continue their membership, 
willingness to spend more time and effort for their community and desire to recommend 
the community to nonmembers. 
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TRUST IN THE HOST FIRM 
Trust in the host firm measures a customer' trusting belief in the firm's benevolence, 
integrity and competence that are relied on the willingness of the customer to be 
vulnerable to the actions of the firm based on the expectation that the firm will perform a 
particular action important to the customer, irrespective of the ability to monitor or 
control the firm's behaviors (Hsu et al., 2007). Although various trusting beliefs have 
been studied in the literature, the majority can be conceptually clustered into three 
dimensions: benevolence, integrity and competence (McKnight et al., 2002). Trust in the 
host firm is conceptualized as a second-order construct and operationalized as 
competence (ability of the firm to do what a customer needs), benevolence (the firm's 
caring and motivation to act in the customer's interests), and integrity or credibility (the 
firm's honesty and promise keeping). 
First, measures of trust from Doney & Cannon' (1997) interorganizational scale; Mayer 
& David's (1999) scale; McKnight et al. (2002) trusting belief scale; Porter's (2004) 
sponsor-trusting scale; Roberts et al.'s (2003) relationship quality scale; and Schlosser et 
al.' (2006) identification-based trust scale are reviewed and compared. Then, McKnight 
et al.'s (2002) most relevant scale is selected from this pool. Finally, trusting beliefs 
items are adapted and modified so that these scale items can capture the aspects of the 
belief that are most appropriate to the virtual community context. Specifically, for 
benevolence, the scale items are based on McKnight et al.'s (2002) benevolence belief 
scale (reliability of .91). The 4-item scale focuses on the firm acting in the customer's 
best interest, being genuinely concerned about customer's needs and desires, trying to 
help customers and considering customer's welfare when making decisions. For integrity, 
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the scale items that reflect this dimension are based on items from McKnight et al.'s 
(2002) integrity belief scale (reliability of .92). The 4 integrity items capture perceptions 
of the VC-host firm's honesty, truthfulness, fairness, and keeping promises (reliability 
/dependability). Finally, for competence, McKnight et al.'s (2002) competence belief 
scale (reliability of .95) are most relevance to adapt items for the competence scale. 
Although Porter's (2004) trust scale was developed in the virtual community context, the 
scale is inappropriate for this dimension since it focuses on judgment of firm's future 
actions rather than expertness or competence. The 4-item competence scale measures 
perceptions of how well the firm did its job in providing services and products, how 
capable the firm is to support online community and how much knowledge the firm has 
(expertness/competence) to fulfill customers' needs. 
SENSE OF VIRTUAL COMMUNITY 
Although earlier research conducted exploratory factor analyses which resulted in the 
development of a number of scales to measure sense of community or closely related 
constructs (Bardo, 1976; Doolittle & McDonald, 1978; Glynn, 1981; Naser & Julian, 
1995; Skjaeveland, Garling, & Maeland, 1996), the four dimensional theory of McMillan 
and Chavis (1986) is still the only comprehensive theory of SoC that exists to date. This 
theory has indicated the validity and usefulness in understanding SoC across a diversity 
of communities from neighborhoods (Plas & Lewis, 1996), workplaces (Pretty & 
McCarthy, 1991), and online communities of interest (Obst et al., 2002). Moreover, Obst 
& White's (2004) study has shown that a four-factor model is consistent with the 
dimensions proposed by McMillan and Chavis (1986). However, they also indicate that 
additional research of SoC is still needed to improve measurement, especially in the 
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context of online community directly supported by the firm. A recent study conducted by 
Peterson and his colleges provided a consistent result with Obst & White's (2004). Thus, 
a brief sense of community scale (BSCS) suggested by Peterson et al. (2008), and 
principles offered by McMillan and Chavis (1986) are used as a foundation to create the 
measurement for this study. Conceptually, the four factors of membership, reciprocal 
influence, integration and fulfillment of need, and shared emotional connection are found 
to be associated with a sense of virtual community. A review of the current literature 
shows that sense of community scale has been widely operationalized in offline 
environment (Dunham et al., 1998; Lounsbury & DeNeui, 1996; Obst & White, 2004; 
and Rosenbaum et al., 2005). However, the usage of this scale in the online context is still 
rare and controversial (Kim et al., 2004). While Kim et al. (2004); Obst & White (2004) 
and Rosenbaum et al. (2005) studies presented SoC scales with four distinct factors, 
Dunham et al. (1998) and Lounsbury & DeNeui (1996) provided one large, first order-
factor scales. Since the items in these scales still reflect the key meanings traditionally 
associated with four dimensional sense of community (Lounsbury & DeNeui, 1996), it is 
reasonable to include them into the study. Based on a sample of undergraduate students, 
Lounsbury & DeNeui (1996) proposed a 14-item scale (reliability of .92) to measure 
student experience of university life. Dunham et al. (1998) used a 7-item scale to capture 
sense of community of a single-mother sample in the context of computer-mediated 
social support. Cronbach alpha for the scale in this study is .84. A recent study by Obst & 
White (2004) tested the four-factor structure across multiple communities including 
neighborhood, students and interest group. The internal consistency for the 10-item scale 
was high with Cronbach alpha levels ranging from alpha =.80 in the student data to alpha 
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= .84 in the interest group data. In the context of service marketing, Rosenbaum et al. 
(2005) proposed a 9-item index with alpha coefficient of .93. Likewise, Kim et al. (2004) 
also introduced sixteen variables to cover the four dimensions. However, Cronbach's 
alpha coefficients for each of the factors were acceptable with alpha levels ranging from 
.64 to .77. In short, eight scale items used to operationalize the four dimensions of SoVC 
come from Peterson et al.'s (2008) scale with alpha coefficient of .92. 
EXOGENOUS VARIABLES 
The five exogenous variables are adapted and operationalized from existing scales such 
as Porter's (2004) perceived effort to encourage community interaction scales for 
perceived support for member communication, Kang et al.'s (2007) recognition for 
contribution scale (reliability of .93) for perceived recognition for contribution, Lin's 
(2007) information quality scale (reliability of .91) for perceived content enhancement, 
Dunham et al.'s (1998) social support scale (reliability of .90) for perceived members' 
support and Kruger et al.'s (2001) level of message exchange and consistency of 
connecting to community scales for level of VC communication. 
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Customer willingly spreads positive WOM 
about the firm's offerings, acts as the firm's 
partial employee, and cooperates with the 
firm's employees in the context of virtual 
community 
Community member's willingness to continue 
his or her membership and to promote the VC 
to other nonmembers 
The willingness of the customer to be 
vulnerable to the actions of the firm based on 
the expectation that the firm will perform a 
particular action important to the customer, 
irrespective of the ability to monitor or 
control the firm's behaviors 
A feeling that members [of a group] have of 
belonging, a feeling that members matter to 
one another and to the group, and a shared 
faith the members' needs will be met through 
their commitment to be together 
Social support provides people with a partner 
for activities, discussing their feelings and 
expressing their concerns and worries. 
Instrumental support provides members with 
practical help, assistance or financial aid to 
accomplish specific tasks 
The consistency of connecting to a VC and 
amount of shared information a VC member 
exchanges with others 
The extent to which the organization provides 
its members with the motivation, opportunity, 
and ability to exchange value with one 
another 
Community member's belief that a VC-host 
firm makes efforts to provide members with 
access to quality information 
The extent to which the firm demonstrates to 
the coproducing members that it values their 
contributions 
Sources 
Helteiieourt (J 997k 
Rosenbaum & Massiah 
(2007); Zeithaml, Berry, 
and Parasuraman (1996) 
Koh & Kim (2004) 
McKnight et al. (2002) 
Peterson et al. (2008) 
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Data collection was conducted in four different communities including Nike+ 
Community, myNBC Community, Campbell's Community, and Kraft Community. 
Since the list of personal email of the online community members is unavailable, a link to 
the web-based questionnaire was posted in a thread titled 'Survey Announcement' in a 
general bulletin board5 of the forum, in which the author was introduced as independent 
researchers, explained the purpose of the study, and invited online community members 
to participate. This method also helped to reach lurkers who rarely post in the 
community. Figure 8 shows an example of survey announcement in myNBC community. 
In order to avoid double entries, date and time of completion, as well as the unique key 
for each survey were captured. In addition, respondents were asked to voluntarily indicate 
their community user name or email addresses so that spam survey can be reduced by 
being cross-checked with the existing registration profiles. 
The beginning date and time of each questionnaire was also collected. Those 
questionnaires have their time duration less than three minutes were eliminated from the 
data pool. The reversed scale items were also used to eliminate unqualified 
questionnaires. 
Respondents in each online community were offered incentives in the form of a monetary 
award of a $5 Amazon gift card when taking the survey. VC members were assured that 
all information collected would be kept completely anonymous and confidential, and the 
5 Or in community blog. 
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results would be reported only in aggregate form. Two weeks after the survey was 
introduced, a follow-up threat was posted by a senior member to call VC members for 
participating in the study. See Appendix C for an example in Nike and Campbell's 
communities. 
In total, 263 completed responses from the four surveyed online communities were 
received. Of the completed responses, 16 questionnaires were dropped out and 247 
questionnaires were useable. The sample size of 247 acceptably meets the recommended 
minimum sample size requirement for stable parameter estimates using the SEM 
technique (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988). 
W e l c o m e uiiu&L - ' * 
• Announcements Take This niyNSC Surrey! 
|,t>bakams,y 
Group: Root Admin 
Posts! 448 
Joined r £4-February OS 
Froms California 
Member Mo.: 92 ,185 
SM3 
Take This myNBC S u r v e y ! Announcemen t s tar ted 13th May 2008 and ends 20th May 2008 
Hi everyone! 
Believe i t or not, some folks at Old Dominion University are doing some research on social networking and online 
communities and would love to learn more about how you use myNBC and the message boards. Try to think of 
them as one-in-the-same for the purposes of the survey...one big happy community called myNBC. 
Your answers are anonymous, so feel free to answer totally honestly. The researchers will be sharing the overall 
results of the survey with us, so we can actually use what we leam to try to bring you the features and tools 
you're looking fori 
Here's the link to the survey. 
Thanks for your time! 
Figure 8: An Example of Survey Announcement 
114 
CHAPTER V 
ANALYSES AND RESULTS 
This chapter presents findings of the study. The first section summaries the profile of the 
sample across four studied communities. The next two sections - measurement model 
and structural model - describe the results of the main studies. While the first focuses on 
results of reliability and validity tests, the later shows results of hypothesis tests. 
SAMPLE PROFILE 
SUMMARY OF THE SAMPLE ACROSS FOUR COMMUNITIES 
This part will summarize general statistics of the respondents. The sample includes 79 
(32.0%) Nike members, 106 (42.9%) myNBC members, 19 (7.7%) Campbell members 
and 43 (17.4%) Kraft members (see Table 13). All respondents have been members of 
their respective online communities for a substantial period of time (35.6% for one year 
and 51.8%) for two years). 
Table 13: Number of Respondents from Target Communities 
Target Community Frequency Percent 
Nike+ 79 32.0 
myNBC 106 42.9 
Campbell 19 7.7 
Kraft 43 17.4 
Total 247 100.0 
The 247 respondents collected from the four online communities are dominated by 
female (71.0%), which reflects the three female-dominated communities: myNBC, 
Campbell and Kraft. The Nike+ sample is slightly dominated by male, while an 
overwhelming majority of Campbell, Kraft, and myNBC respondents are women. 
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These respondents age from under 21 to over 65. The age group of 31 to 40 has the 
highest percentage (32.1%), followed by 21 to 30 and 41 to 50 (22.0% &25.6%). Over 65 
is the smallest group (1.2%). Nike sample has the same average age as myNBC sample, 
while Campbell and Kraft communities are more similar. Table 14 provides the 
demographic profile of the respondents. 
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Note: Due to missing values, the sum of numbers may be smaller than sample size. Percentage is calculated 
according to column total of each category. 
Respondents' membership ranking from four communities is from lowest to highest 
following a normal curve and have significant computer skill (49.0% skillful and 17.4% 
professional). Nike+ and myNBC samples are more similar in terms of computer skill 
and ranking, while Campbell and Kraft are slightly different from the overall sample. Of 
the final sample of 247 cases, almost one-fourth of the respondents identified themselves 
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as high-ranking members of virtual communities while the remainder identified 
themselves as middle or low-ranking members (See Table 14). 
The demographics of the sample are similar to the existing population of online 
communities in that the majority of respondents are more computer skillful and younger 
than the general population (i.e. age from 21 to 50). 
Regarding online community usage behavior, the majority of respondents (78.6%) are 
frequent online community users (visit their community several times a week). Over half 
consider online communities a primary place to visit everyday (24.7% and 31.6%). See 
Table 15 for online community usage behavior of respondents. 
Table 15: Summary of Virtual Community Usage Characteristics 
Target Community 
Tenure (years) 
Less than 1 year 
1 to 2 years 
3 to 4 years 
4 to 5 years 
More than 5 years 
Visit 
Occasionally 
Once a month 
Several times a month 
Once a week 
Several times a week 
Once a day 
Several times a day 
Hours 
Less than 1 hour 
1 to 4 hours 
5 to 10 hours 
















































































The majority (77.3%) stay in their online community for more than one hour per week. 
More than 51% respondents spent on average 1-4 hours per week in their community and 
this category is also the highest across three out of four target communities. In addition, 
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more than 16% respondents said that they spend 5-10 hours in their community and 
nearly 9% stay there even longer. 
In terms of membership tenure, visiting frequency and number of hours, there was 
sufficient variance among respondents. For example, regarding length of membership in 
the community, although the majority of respondents have been members for less than 5 
years, approximately 51.8 percent of respondents have been a member from 1 to 2 years, 
6.9 percent from 3 to 4 years and 35.6 percent reporting membership for less than 1 year. 
See Table 15 for a summary of virtual community usage characteristics of the sample. 
Table 16 provides a crosstab summary of visiting frequency and number of hours per 
week. It is reasonable to state that VC members who visit their community several time a 
week or more are more likely to stay in the community longer than others (see the 
shadowed cells). 
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Note: Percentage is calculated according to the sample total. 
Furthermore, the survey achieved the desired variance in activity levels among 
respondents. In response to the Question "Compared to other members of the community, 
how often do you post messages on [Target Community]?" approximately 13 percent of 
respondents considered themselves "very frequently" while 7.7 percent and 23.9 percent 
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of respondents answered "never" or "seldom", respectively. 30.8 percent of respondents 
chose "sometimes" (see Question 12 in the survey questionnaire attached as Appendix 
A). 
Finally, although a number of respondents (61 & 32) posted frequently in their 
community, this paper was able to not only capture very active participants in the sample, 
but also the so-called "lurkers", who only read the online community dialogue without 
contributing. Overall, 7.7% of respondents self-reported that they have not yet posted 
anything on the discussion boards, and nearly 24% of respondents indicated that they 
seldom post their messages during the time of data collection. 





































This demographic profile of respondents was expected because members of virtual 
communities are Internet users with pre-determined information searching and have 
stayed online to keep in touch with others as shown in Table 17. 
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RESPONSE RATE AND NONRESPONSE BIAS 
The only possible measure of response rate is the number of completed surveys per 
number of unique clicks on the survey thread which contains the questionnaire link 
(Ridings et al. 2002). Tablel8 presents response rate of the four target communities and 
total response rate. 
























Following Armstrong & Overton (1977), nonresponse bias was assessed by verifying that 
early and late respondents were not significantly different. To examine potential 
nonresponse bias in the community survey, the means for the major variables and 
demographics of 25% early responses in each target community was used to compare 
with those of the 25% lately responses in each target community. Phi & Cramer's V test7 
were used for the demographic profiles including gender, age, computer skill and 
community tenure, and t-tests for sense of virtual community, trust in the host firm, 
loyalty intention and firm supports. At the p < 0.05 level, the only significantly different 
construct is sense of virtual community. This is reasonable since members with higher 
sense of virtual community tend to respond earlier. Table 19 shows the results of 
nonresponse bias test for demographic variables. 
6 No. of views may be slightly different from actual numbers since some members still view the survey 
threat after it was closed. 
7 Phi & Cramer's V test were used for nominal scales. 
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Table 19: Nonresponse Bias Test for Demographic Variables 








































To validate the measurement model, reliability, discriminant validity and convergent 
validity were assessed for the unobserved constructs. Table 20 shows the descriptive 
statistics of the ten major variables and Cronbach's alpha. Note that a VC member's level 
of communication including number of message exchanged and consistency of 
connecting to community are single-item measurements, and thus the assessment of alpha 
and factor analysis is not applicable. Cronbach's coefficient alpha for all constructs 
should exceed Nunnally's (1978) recommended minimum level of 0.70. Overall, the 
reliability of the measurement scales is good. All alphas are greater than 0.7 (0.85 -
0.95). Means for most variables are greater than neutral (4.22 - 5.45) and most of 
standard deviations are from 1.4 to 1.5 except for level of message exchange since it was 
measured by a 5 point scale. 
Table 20: Descriptive Statistics and Measurement Reliability of the Scales 
Construct Mean S.D. Alpha 
Trust in the host-firm (Tru) 
Sense of virtual community (SoC) 
Voluntary participation (Par) 
Voluntary cooperation (Cop) 
Loyalty to the firm (Loy) 
Virtual community loyalty (Com) 
Perceived member's support (Mem) 
Content enhancement (Info) 
Recognition for contribution (Rew) 
Support for member communication (Inte) 
Level of message exchange (Post) 





































Note: level of message exchange range from 1 to 5. 
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CONVERGENT AND DISCRIMINANT VALIDITY 
The data collected from the sample of 247 online community members were first 
analyzed with a principal components factor analysis to examine the factorial validity of 
the scales. Table21 provides the rotated loadings of principal components factor analysis 
and the correlation & covariance matrix is shown in Appendix E. Because the underlying 
factors are expected to be correlated, a Promax rotation was utilized. Loadings from the 
Promax method were found very similar to a common Varimax rotation method (Ma & 
Agarwal, 2007). After inspection of the individual item loadings, one Par item (#1) and 
one Cop item (#1) with significant cross-loadings (> 0.4) were deleted; and two Tru items 
(#1 & #9), two SoC items (#1 & #2) and one Par item (#3) with loadings lower than 0.65 
were also deleted. 
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An individual CFA analysis was conducted on each of scales to purify them further. 
Except for Trust (Tru) and sense of virtual community (SoC), all other scales showed a 
very good fit index (CFI « 0.99 - 1.00). After deleting three Tru items (#2, #3, & #8) and 
one SoC item (#5), which have high error term correlations with other items, and 
averaging the remaining items, which have high correlation (> 0.8), according to their 
underlying dimension (Tru4 for benevolence; Tru5, Tru6 & Tru7 for integrity; TrulO & 
Trull for competence; SoC3 & SoC4 for membership; SoC6 for influence; SoC7 & 
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S0C8 for emotional connection), both sense of community and trust scales show a good 
fit index (See Table 21). 
The final factor analysis indicated that there were 10 factors, extracting 83% of the 
variance. All the items of each construct loaded highly (> 0.70, except TrulO) on a single 
common factor and loaded with low coefficients (< 0.40) on all other factors, showing a 
good loading pattern (Hair et al. 1998). 
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Table 22: Result of Factor Analysis with a Promax Rotation 





































Note. Tru = trust in the host firm; SoC = sense of community; Info = content enhancement; Rew = 
recognition for contribution; Par = participation; Cop = cooperation; Loy = loyalty to the firm; Com = 
virtual community loyalty; Mem = perceived member's support; Inte = support for member 
communication. 
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Promax with Kaiser Normalization. 
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Figure 9: Confirmatory Factor Model in AMOS 
The factor loading was then examined in an AMOS confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
(see Figure 9). The overall CFA of ten scales showed acceptable fit indexes (Byrne, 
2001) with the x2338 = 629.4, CFI = 0.965; RMSEA = 0.050; GFI = 0.858, AGFI = 0.818, 
NFI = 0.915. All items loaded significantly on their assigned latent constructs. 
Second, convergent validity is achieved when items to measure a common underlying 
factor all have relatively high standardized loadings on the hypothesized factor (Kline, 
2005). Specifically, three criteria were individual loadings greater than 0.70 (0.72 - 0.97), 
a significant (0.001 level) t statistic value for each path loading between 13.0 and 34.9, 
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and each loading greater than twice its standard error (0.028 - 0.085) (Anderson and 
Gerbing 1988). 
Third, discriminant validity among the latent constructs is intuitively shown if the 
intercorrelations are less than 0.6 (McKnight et al., 2002). However, because this did not 
always hold, two additional analyses were conducted. 
In the first procedure, consistent with Fornell and Larcker's (1981) test for discriminant 
validity, the average variance extracted (AVE) is greater than 0.50 for proposed 
constructs meaning that the latent construct captures more construct-related variance than 
error variance, and it was further verified that the square root of AVE of all constructs 
should be greater than the correlations for all constructs. Table 23 shows the correlations 
and covariances (above diagonal) between constructs, composite reliability, and the 
average variance extracted (AVE). To assess discriminant validity, square root of AVE 
should be larger than the correlations between constructs, i.e., the off-diagonal elements 
in Table 23 (Fornell and Larcker 1981). All constructs meet this requirement. 
Table 23: Construct Correlations, Covariance, AVE square root, and Reliability 
Construct 
Connecting (Visit) 









VC Loyalty (Com) 










































































































































































Notes. Composite reliability = (X^)2 /((E^)2 + Is;); AVE = I,k2i/(I,K
1
i + Eg;); e; = 1 - X
2
{. 
Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed); 
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In the second procedure, discriminant analysis was assessed by comparing the CFA of the 
original model including its ten latent constructs (unconstrained model) with all possible 
alternative CFAs (constrained model) in which the correlation of each pair of latent 
constructs were fixed to unity, as done by Bagozzi, Yi, and Phillips (1991), and then a 
chi-square difference test between the constrained and the unconstrained measurement 
models was conducted. Discriminant validity of the original model is established when 
the chi-square of any of the alternative CFA models with a pair of latent constructs 
constrained (the correlation is fixed to one) is significantly larger than that of the 
unconstrained original CFA. 
This test created 45 different pairs of multi-item constructs. The analysis shows that the 
%2 between any of the 45-constrained CFA models with the correlation of a pair of latent 
constructs set to one is significantly larger than that of the original CFA with 10 distinct 
latent constructs. Thus, the results provid strong evidence for discriminant validity among 
all constructs in the hypothesized model (Kline, 1999). Table 24 shows the assessment of 
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Following the two-step approach (Anderson and Gerbing 1988), the paper uses structural 
equation modeling (SEM) to test all hypotheses and to estimate both direct and 
interaction effects in the proposed model. 
This paper analyzed the research model using AMOS on the covariance matrix of the 
data. Like LISREL, AMOS examines all covariance values in the data when estimating 
coefficients. Thus, the software is able to provide modification indexes which show 
unhypothesized paths that may have been overlooked based on values of modification 
indexes, providing indications not only as to whether the relationships that were specified 
are significant, but also whether the model may be incomplete or made more 
parsimonious models that are statistically more precise (Gerbing and Anderson 1988). 
To test the effects and statistical significance of the parameters in the structural model, 
this paper used a maximum likelihood procedure and the fit saturated & independence 
models for the purpose of computing fit measures with incomplete data. Maximum 
likelihood estimation technique was chosen because all observed variables are interval 
scaled and they meet the multivariate normality assumption. As suggested by Kline 
(1998) and Schumacker & Lomax (2004), the paper employed a hierarchical approach 
including a series of nested models to test the proposed hypotheses, in which it first 
estimated the hypothesized model with the direct effects (model 1 with predictors) only, 
then included unhypothesized paths (model 2 with predictors and unhypothesized paths), 
finally added the interaction effects in model 3 with predictors and moderators. 
8 Non-significant paths were taken out and some additional paths which are supported by literature were 
included in the final model. 
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HYPOTHESIZED MODEL 
In the hypothesized model, sense of virtual community (SoVC), trust in the host firm 
(Trust) and virtual community loyalty (VC Loyalty) were mapped as predictors of 
customer citizenship performance including loyalty to the firm (Loyalty), voluntary 
cooperation (Cooperation) and voluntary participation (Participation). Likewise, level of 
message exchange (Member's Post), consistency of connecting to community (Member's 
Visit), perceived member's support (Member Support) and perceived supports by the 
firm (Interaction, Information and Reward) were presented as predictors of sense of 
virtual community and trust in the host firm, respectively. Disturbance (residual) terms 
(di) were associated with each endogenous variable to indicate errors in the prediction of 
endogenous variables from exogenous variables, while errors (eO associated with 
indicators (observed variables) represents the measurement errors. Moreover, latent 
constructs (unobserved) were placed in ellipses, while observed variables in rectangulars. 
See Figure 10 
(&> (&> (s3J> 
Figure 10: Hypothesized Model without Moderators in AMOS 
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The relationships among perceived member's support, level of message exchange and 
consistency of connecting to community and the three constructs of perceived support by 
firm (content enhancement, recognition for contribution, and support for member 
communication) were drawn in accordance with AMOS defaults as covariances among 
exogenous variables. Figure 10 represents the AMOS graphics of the hypothesized model 
without moderators. 






































































































































The first row of Table 26 shows that CFI was close to 0.95 and RMSEA close to 0.05, 
indicating the hypothesized model was acceptable fit with the sample data. The results 
from Table 25 also showed that 1) the effect of Trust in the host firm on voluntary 
participation and that of virtual community loyalty on both voluntary participation and 
cooperation are not statistically significant; and 2) sense of virtual community and 
perceived support for member communication (interaction) have a slightly weak effect 
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(0.01 < p < 0.05) on loyalty, participation and trust, respectively. To construct a 
parsimonious model, nonsignificant paths (p > 0.1) will be eliminated sequentially, 
beginning with the worse nonsignificant path (biggest p-value), and the model is refit 
after each path is eliminated. 
To see it is worthwhile to drop these weakly or non-significant paths, the hypothesized 
model was constrained to create four different nested models. Model 1 was formed when 
the three non-significant paths - VC Loyalty -> Participation, VC Loyalty -> 
Cooperation, and Trust -> Participation - were constrained to zero. Model 2, 3, 4 were 
created by constraining three weakly significant paths of SoVC -> Loyalty, SoVC -> 
Participation, and Interaction -> Trust to zero, respectively. Table 26 illustrates the fit 
index comparisons between each of four constrained models and the hypothesized model. 
The results from this table indicate that while the x difference(3) statistic between model 1 
and the hypothesized model is not significant (p = 0.456) and RMSEA is 0.057 lower 
than 0.058, the % difference(l) statistics between model 2,3,4 and the hypothesized model 
are moderately significant (P = 0.025 & 0.056) and CFI is 0.947 lower than 0.948. 
Therefore, it is worthwhile to keep weakly significant paths and delete a set of three non-
significant paths of the hypothesized model. 
Table 26: Model Comparisons with Weakly or Non-significant Paths Taken Out 
Model CFI GFI AGFI RMSEA %2 d.f %2/d.f Ad.f A%2 P 
Hypothesized Model .948 .825 .788 .058 840.2 462 1.819 
Model 1: Take Out non-significant 9 4 g g 2 5 ? g 9 0 5 7 ^ 2.608.456 
Paths 
Model 2: Take Out Interaction^ MJ g 2 4 ? g ? Q 5 g g 4 5 2 4 6 3 L 8 2 5 , 5 . 0 4 1 . 0 2 5 
Trust 
Model 3: Take Out SoC-»Loyalty .947 .825 .788 .058 843.8 463 1.822 1 3.658.056 
Model 4: Take Out S o C * Q4J g 2 4 ? g ? Q 5 g 8 4 5 2 4 6 3 l g 2 5 l 5M5 m 5 
Participation 
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Although the fit index CFI was above 0.90 and RMSEA was below 0.06 suggesting that 
model fit was only marginally adequate, a review of the modification indexes revealed 
that some causal paths initially assumed to be null should be added based on theoretically 
justified. Results related to this modification topic are discussed in the parsimonious 
research model section. 
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PARSIMONIOUS RESEARCH MODEL 
In reviewing the information provided in Table 27, the maximum MI (14.1) is associated 
with the regression path flowing from member's level of message exchange to voluntary 
participation (Post -> Participation). In a previous section, the member's level of message 
exchange measuring level of communication was reflected such that a high number of 
messages posted were indicative of an active participation in the community. From a 
substantive perspective, it would seem perfectly reasonable that online community 
members who more frequently post in their online community should concurrently 
display high levels of voluntary participation. 
Given the meaningfulness of this influential flow, the model was reestimated with the 
path from member's level of message exchange to voluntary participation (Post -> 
Participation) specified as a free parameter. This model is subsequently labeled as Model 
1. Results related to this respecified model are shown in Table 27. 
The estimation of Model 1 yielded an overall x2(464) value of 822.7, a GFI of .825, a CFI 
of .950, and an RMSEA of .056; the AIC value was 1016.7. Although the improvement 
in model fit for Model 1, compared with the originally hypothesized model, would appear 
to be trivial on the basis of the GFI, CFI, and RMSEA values, the model difference 
nonetheless was statistically significant (Ax (i) = 20.03; p < 0.001). Table 28 shows the 
comparison of fit indexes between model 1 and hypothesized model. 
Likewise, the regression paths flowing from perceived support for member 
communication to sense of virtual community (Interaction -> SoVC), from member's 
level of message exchange to voluntary cooperation (Post ->Cooperation) and from 
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consistency of connecting to virtual community loyalty (Visit -^ VC Loyalty), which the 
paper did not hypothesize, are sequentially respecified in accordance with their largest 
values of modification indexes. Also, these models are subsequently labeled as Model 2, 
3, and 4. Modification indexes related to the structural parameters for Model 1, 2, and 3 
are shown in Table 27 
Table 27: Modification Indexes of Regression Weights 
Respecified Model Respecified Path Unspecified Path with Max MI M.I. APar 
Hypothesized Model Post -> Participation 14.107 .234 
Model 1 Post -> Participation Interaction -> SoVC 13.897 .172 
Model 2 Interaction -> SoVC Post -> Cooperation 8.751 .179 
Model 3 Post -> Cooperation Visit -» VC Loyalty 7.478 .106 
Values of fit indexes for the model with the path added are, as expected, better than those 
of the hypothesized model. Table 27 shows the comparison of fit indexes between model 
2, 3, 4 and hypothesized model. 
Table 28: Fit Indexes of Respecified Models Compared with Hypothesized Model 
Model/Added Paths CFI NFI GFIAGFIRMSEA AIC %2 d f %2/d-f Ay2 Ad.f P 
Hypothesized Model .948.891.825 .789 .057 1034.8 842.8 465 1.812 
!t l 0?!i1n _• • *• -950 .894 .829 .794 .056 1016.7 822.7 464 1.773 20.030 1 0.000 
Post -? Participation 
Model 2: g54 g 9 ? g 3 3 ? 9 g Q 5 4 g93g ? 9 ? 9 4 6 3 j ? 2 3 24192 j Q 0 0 0 
Interaction -r SoVC 
^°? ! l 3 A *• -955 .899 .837 .802 .053 980.9 782.9 462 1.695 14.979 1 0.000 
Post -? Cooperation 
mouwi .957.900.838 .803 .053 974.6 774.6 461 1.680 8.363 1 0.004 
Visit -> VC Loyalty 
Note: model 4 with lowest AIC is the most parsimonious model 
Overall, the data support the theoretical framework of the hypothesized model. Table 28 
shows the results of the parsimonious research model estimated by AMOS 5.0 after 
justifying modification indexes and deleting nonsignificant paths. All loadings were 
significant. Fit indexes were all within the accepted threshold: x246i = 774.6 with a ratio 
of x /d.f less than 3, goodness of fit index GFI = 0.838, adjusted goodness of fit index 
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AGFI = 0.803, normed fit index NFI = 0.90, comparative fit index CFI = 0.957, and root 
mean square error of approximation RMSEA = 0.053 (Kline, 2005). Moreover, the 
squared multiple correlations (SMCs) for the structural equations indicate that the 
research model explains 65.6 percent, 71.6 percent, 64.0 percent, 42.7 percent, 25.4 and 
66.7 percent of the variance in sense of virtual community, trust in the host firm, virtual 
community loyalty, voluntary participation, voluntary cooperation, and loyalty intention 
to the host firm, respectively. As expected, based on standardized coefficients, trust in the 
host firm (P = 0.516) is empirically the strongest predictor of loyalty intention, while 
sense of virtual community is, overall, the strongest predictor of customer citizenship 
performance (P = 0.217; 0.224; and 0.161). Finally, based on parameter estimates and 
associated t-values (CR), the majority of hypotheses were supported with some notable 
exceptions that will be described below (see Table 29). The remainder of this section 
addresses the results of each hypothesis test as shown in Table 29. 
Hypotheses la, lb, and lc: It was hypothesized that customer's level of loyalty to the VC 
has positive effects on customer citizenship performances: a) voluntary participation, b) 
voluntary cooperation and c) loyalty intention to the host firm. At a significance level (a) 
of 0.05 (one-tailed), the results reveal that VC loyalty does not have a significant effect 
on either voluntary participation or cooperation. Hence, the paper does not find support 
for hypotheses la and lb. As expected, the paper does find a positive and significant 
effect for VC loyalty on loyalty intention (P = 0.239; P < 0.001), in support of hypotheses 
lc. 
137 
Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c: It was hypothesized that customer's level of sense of virtual 
community has a positive effect on customer citizenship performance including a) 
voluntary participation, b) voluntary cooperation, and c) loyalty intention to the host firm. 
As expected, sense of virtual community has a positively significant impact on all three 
constructs of customer citizenship performance (P = 0.217; 0.224; and 0.161). Hence, the 
paper does find support for hypotheses 2a at a significant level (a) of 0.01, 2b and 2c at a 
level of 0.05. 
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Note. *** P < 0.001. NS: not supported. 
Hypotheses 3a, 3b, and 3c: It was hypothesized that customer's level of trust has a 
positive effect on customer citizenship performances including a) voluntary participation, 
b) voluntary cooperation, and c) loyalty intention to the host firm. Unexpectedly, there is 
no significant relationship between customer' trust in the host firm and customer's 
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voluntary participation. Thus, the hypothesis 3a is not supported. Although trust did not 
have a significant impact on participation, it was found as the strongest predictor of 
voluntary cooperation and loyalty intention. Therefore, the paper does find strong support 
for hypotheses 3b and 3c. 
Hypotheses 4, 5, and 6: It was hypothesized that customer' level of sense of virtual 
community has a positive effect on both customer trust in the host firm and customer's 
loyalty to the virtual community. Furthermore, it was also hypothesized that customer 
trust in the host firm has a positive effect on customer's loyalty to the virtual community. 
As shown in Table 29, sense of virtual community has a positive and significant effect on 
both trust in the host firm and loyalty to the virtual community. Moreover, SoVC is the 
strongest predictor of virtual community loyalty. Trust in the host firm is, also, found to 
have a positive and significant impact on loyalty to the virtual community. Therefore, all 
three hypotheses 4, 5 and 6 are supported. 
Hypotheses 7 and 8: It was hypothesized that a VC member's level of VC 
communication and her/his perception of supports have a positive effect on her or his 
level of sense of virtual community. As expected, a member's level of message exchange 
and her/his perception of supports are positively associated with her or his level of sense 
of virtual community. Surprisingly, a VC member's consistency of connecting to 
community has a relatively weak but significant negative impact on her or his sense of 
community (P = -0.128; p = 0.012). So while the effect for hypothesis 8b is significant, 
the direction of the effect does not correspond with the hypothesis. In addition, 
hypotheses 7 and 8a are supported. 
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One of the explanations is that member's consistency of connecting to community has a 
negative impact on sense of community because many lurkers have visited the page 
frequently but they never post or participate in the community. Thus, their sense of 
community may be very low compared with other members who have largely involved in 
the community. 
Hypotheses 11a, lib, and lie: It was hypothesized that a) perceived support for member 
communication, b) perceived VC content enhancement, and c) perceived recognition for 
contribution has a positive effect on customer trust in the host firm. There is evidence of 
a significant and positive relationship between perceived support for member 
communication, perceived VC content enhancement, and perceived recognition for 
contribution and customer trust in the host firm. Nevertheless, while perceived VC 
content enhancement has the highest impact on customer trust (p = 0.348; p < 0.001), 
perceived support for member communication has a moderately acceptable effect on 
customer trust ((3 = 0.178; P « 0.05). Overall, hypotheses 11a, l ib and l ie are all 
supported. 
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Figure 11: Parsimonious Research Model 
Table 30: Results for Hierarchical Models 
Model CFI NFI GFI AGFI RMSEA AIC %2 d.f %2/d.f 
Measurement Model .965 .915 .858 .818 .050 845.4 629.4 338 1.622 
Hypothesized Model .948 .891 .825 .789 .057 1034.8 842.8 465 1.812 
Parsimonious Research Model .957 .900 .838 .803 .053 974.6 774.6 461 1.680 
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TESTING MODERATORS 
To test the 6 moderating hypotheses, the paper resorts to two different approaches. The 
first employed a multi-group or categorical-variable analysis (Kline, 1998). In the 
categorical-variable approach, the different samples were defined by the different levels 
of the interaction variable. The basic logic is that if interaction effects are present, then 
certain parameters should have different values in different samples (Schumacker & 
Lomax, 2004). The second adopted the continuous-variable or product-indicator method 
for measuring simultaneous interaction effects of the moderators (Chin et al., 2003). This 
method enables a researcher to test for a multiple interaction effects in SEM while 
simultaneously correcting for measurement error (Chin et al. 2003). Results from the two 
approaches were, then, compared and discussed. 
In the first procedure, moderating hypotheses (H9 and H10) were assessed using multi-
group analysis with respect to each of three moderators (perceived support for 
communication, perceived content enhancement and perceived recognition for 
contribution). Each of three moderators was analyzed separately since AMOS is only 
designed to examine a single moderator of an effect at a time. A common tactic in a 
multigroup path analysis is to impose cross-group equality constraints on the path 
coefficients. The chi-square of the model with its path coefficient constrained to equality 
was then contrasted against that of the unconstrained model. If the relative fit of the 
constrained model is much worse than that of the unconstrained model, one concludes 
that the direct effects differ across the group. Table 31 shows a summary of multi-group 
goodness-of-fit statistics with respect to each moderator: perceived support for 
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communication, perceived content enhancement and perceived recognition for 
contribution. 
Table 31: A Summary of Multi-group Goodness-of-Fit Statistics 
Model Description Groups %2 d.f A%2 Ad.f P Hypotheses Findings 
Research model 
(model 1) 
VC Loyalty -> Loyalty 
constrained equal 
VC Loyalty -> 
Participation 
constrained equal 
VC Loyalty -> 
Cooperation 
constrained equal 




VC Loyalty -» Loyalty 
constrained equal 
VC Loyalty -> 
Participation 
constrained equal 
VC Loyalty -> 
Cooperation 
constrained equal 




VC Loyalty -> Loyalty 
constrained equal 
VC Loyalty -> 
Participation 
constrained equal 
VC Loyalty -> 
Cooperation 
constrained equal 
SoVC -> Trust 
constrained equal 
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Note: Information = content enhancement; Reward = recognition for contribution; Interaction = support for 
communication. 
The results from Table 31 indicate that only perceived content enhancement, at a 
significant level (a) of 0.05, has a light moderation on the posited link between loyalty to 
virtual community and voluntary participation. However, the path coefficient for low 
content enhancement group is higher than that for high content enhancement group. This 
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means that content enhancement undermines the relationship rather than strengthen it. 
Thus, hypotheses 9 and 10 are not supported. 
In the second procedure, predictor (X), moderator (Z), and dependent (Y) variables are 
viewed as latent variables or constructs. Product indicators reflecting the latent 
interaction variable (XZ) are then created by multiplying the indicators from the predictor 
and the moderator variables as shown in Figure 12 
Figure 12: A Model with Produce Indicators for Interaction Constructs 
The technique is outlined as follows. First, since the number of indicators of the latent 
interaction variable will grow quickly when the number of indicators of either predictor 
or moderator variables increase and that makes the model more affected by sample size, 
both predictor and moderator were transformed to composite scale format before 
performing any calculation. Second, to minimize the multicolinearity between the 
interaction variable and its corresponding predictor and moderator variables, it is 
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necessary to minimize the variance of the interaction variable by subtracting each 
indicator values from the predictor and moderator variables with the corresponding 
threshold values of those predictor and moderator (see Smith & Sasaki, 1979 for more 
information). Finally, produce indicators of the interaction variable were calculated and 
included in the model. 
Var(sxz) = (1 - ccxz)*Var(XZ) = (1 - ax*ocz)*Var(XZ) 
Where 
Cxz — h xz — Ai x A, 2 — O^x GCz 
a: Composite reliability 
Table 32: Parameter Estimates for the Model with Moderators of Trust & SoVC Relationship 
Moderator & Interaction Dependent Std. Unstd. S.E. C.R. P Hypotheses Findings 
261 216 .045 4.822 *** 
.220 .179 .075 2.388 .017 
.351 .328 .063 5.227 *** 
.239 .205 .064 3.194 .001 
•» Trust -.152 -.083 .113 -.730 .466 
.010 .006 .052 .112 .911 
-> Trust .115 .061 .086 .703 .482 
Note: Information = content enhancement; Reward = recognition for contribution; Interaction = support for 
communication. 
Hypotheses 9a, 9b, and 9c: It was hypothesized that when a VC member's perception of 
a) support for member communication; b) content enhancement; and c) recognition for 
contribution increases, the relationship between his or her sense of virtual community and 
trust in the host firm will be strengthened. As expected, the results from Table 32 indicate 
that the main effects of perceived support for communication, perceived content 
enhancement and perceived recognition for contribution on the relationship between trust 
and sense of virtual community, as shown in parsimonious research model section, are 
statistically positive and significant. However, similar to the results from the first 
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SoVC & Information 




























moderation effects of these three moderators on the relationship between trust and sense 
of virtual community. Therefore, hypotheses 9a, 9b, and 9c are not supported. 
Table 33: Parameter Estimates for the Model with Moderators of CCP & VC Loyalty Relationship 
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VC Loyalty & Interaction 















VC Loyalty & Information -> Participation 
VC Loyalty & Information -> Cooperation 
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VC Loyalty & Reward 


































































































































content enhancement; Reward = recognition for contribution; Interaction = support for 
Hypotheses 10a, 10b, and 10c: It was hypothesized that when a VC member's perception 
of a) support for member communication; b) content enhancement; and c) recognition for 
contribution increases, the relationship between his or her VC loyalty and CCP will be 
strengthened. Similar to the first procedure of multi-group analysis, perceived support for 
communication, perceived content enhancement and perceived recognition for 
contribution do not have direct effects on customer citizenship performance (p > 0.1). 
However, the relationship between loyalty to a virtual community and customer 
citizenship performance does not seem to be moderated by perceived support for 
communication, perceived content enhancement and perceived recognition for 
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contribution, except for the relationship between virtual community loyalty and voluntary 
participation. See Table 33. 
Furthermore, contrary to the hypotheses 10b and 10c, the relationship between virtual 
community loyalty and voluntary participation is unexpectedly attenuated for higher 
levels of perceived content enhancement and perceived recognition for contribution (P = -
.184 and (3 = -.217). Finally, the paper also find - conformable to the hypothesis 10a -
that perceived support for communication acts as a moderator and strengthens the 
positive direct effect of virtual community loyalty on voluntary participation (P = .392). 
Therefore, with regard to the moderating hypotheses, the paper finds that hypothesis 10a 




As the rapid growth of firm-hosted online communities and the important contribution of 
online community to the firm, an increasing number of scholars have found more interest 
in studying online communities. Although researchers have addressed the issue of sense 
of community and customer citizenship performance in online communities, much of the 
extant research is either qualitative or single perspective in nature (e.g., Porter, 2004), or 
is research in which a marketing perspective has not been a central concern. This study 
represents one of the first attempts to quantitatively measure the impact of sense of 
virtual community and the host firm support in social networking environment. 
The purpose of this paper was to investigate relationship between sense of community 
and consumer loyalty, and to gain insight into specifically how companies provide online 
communities with supports that motivate community members to exhibit their voluntary 
contributions and continue their membership in a firm-hosted online community. To that 
end, the author developed a social relational model combining existing community-
related theories. Given the research context of online community, the author focused the 
hypothesized model on the relationship between C2C social constructs (sense of virtual 
community and loyalty to virtual community) and B2C relational constructs (trust in the 
host firm and loyalty intention to the host firm), and then investigated the moderating 
effects of firm supports (content enhancement, support for communication and 
recognition for contribution) on these relationships. Surveys were conducted in four firm-
hosted online communities (one sport-related, one entertainment-related and two food-
related communities) to provide empirical support for the proposed model. 
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Overall, the findings provide strong empirical support for the hypothesized relationships. 
They also clearly shows that a social sense and commitment to the collective developed 
during the course of online communication can lead to the increase in trust and loyalty to 
the host firm. The first important finding is that sense of virtual community is a powerful 
predictor of customer citizenship performance. This means that a customer with more 
emotional connection, more sense of belonging (attachment with), and more influence to 
the community as a whole will inspire her or his to exhibit higher commitment to the host 
firm, closer cooperation with the firm staff, and stronger participation in the firm 
programs. 
Another aspect of the findings that is consistent with previous research on e-business is 
that online trust plays the most crucial role to build long-term relationship between the 
host firm and its customer and between the collective and its members, especially in an 
online environment where lack of physical cues. 
Furthermore, contrary to Chiu et al.'s (2006) and Hsu et al.'s (2007) findings, an 
unexpected finding is that data from four communities does not support the hypotheses 
on the relationship between VC loyalty and both participation and cooperation. 
Customers who are committed to the firm-hosted online community are not necessary to 
contribute their efforts to the host firm. 
Other un-hypothesized results are the direct links between level of message exchange and 
voluntary participation and cooperation, between connecting to community and VC 
loyalty, and between perceived support for communication and sense of virtual 
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community. Thus, a customer level of communication not only has an indirect effect via 
sense of virtual community but also a direct effect on VC loyalty and customer 
citizenship performance. 
Furthermore, contrary to Kruger et al.'s (2001) findings, consistency of connecting to 
community negatively affects sense of virtual community. This finding is surprising, 
given a significant positive bivariate correlation between consistency of connecting to 
community and sense of virtual community. 
A possible explanation for this unexpected finding is the fact that many lurkers have 
visited the page frequently but they never exchange message (post) with others or 
participate in the community. Thus, their sense of community may be very low compared 
with other members who have largely involved in the community. To verify this 
statement, the author carried out an additional analysis on the relationship between 
consistency of connecting to community (independent) and sense of virtual community 
(dependent) for two group members with high message exchange (frequently or very 
frequently posting) vs. low message exchange (never or seldom posting). 
Table 34: The Impact of Visit on SoVC with High Post vs. Low Post 
Model Std. Unstd. S.E. C.R. P %2 d f X2/A.f CFI RMSEA 
^ e l l : .021 .019 .102 .188 .851 5.975 2 2.99 0.975 .147 
High message exchange 
M ° d e l 2 : , -.116 -.078 .081 -.967 .334 .072 2 .036 1.000 .000 
Low message exchange 
The results from Table 34 show that path coefficients are different between the two 
groups. While the coefficient of the first group is positive, that of the second group is 
negative and the low message exchange model has a better fit index than that of the high 
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message exchange9. Therefore, the impact of connecting to community on sense of 
virtual community depends on message exchange behavior10. 
Finally, the author had also expected moderating effects of perceived content 
enhancement, support for communication and recognition for contribution on the 
relationships between sense of virtual community and trust to the host firm and between 
virtual community loyalty and loyalty intention, based on the argument that the more 
valuable supports a customer receives from the firm, the stronger will be her/his feeling 
toward the firm and hence obligation to perform her or his customer citizenship. 
However, the author only found a moderation effect of perceived support for 
communication on the relationship between virtual community loyalty and voluntary 
participation, while this relationship is actually weaken for higher levels of perceived 
content enhancement and perceived recognition for contribution. This finding highlights 
the importance of supportive instruments targeted to a specific group of customers to 
engage them to the host firm activities. 
Regarding the first unexpected finding, according to loyalty-expectation theory, a 
customer who is highly committed to the firm-hosted community might expect 'better 
treatment' than other VC members, and in fact expects a higher quality of service 
(information content) provided by the firm. As a result, s/he may be less willing to make 
an effort in the firm-supported activities compared with other VC members when s/he 
perceives the same quality of information content as lower committed members perceive. 
9 Evaluation was based on CFI and RMSEA values. 
10 Moderating effect is significant at p < 0.001 
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Therefore, the more expectation the customer looks for from the firm, the weaker 
perceived content enhancement turns out. 
With the second, according to the cognitive evaluation theory (CET), the recipients' 
interpretations of the rewards are in relation to their own feelings of self-determination 
and perceived competence (Deci et al., 1999). 
In line with this theory, rewards can be interpreted by VC members primarily as 
controllers of their behavior or, alternatively, as indicators of their competence. In the 
former case, rewards are predicted to thwart satisfaction of the need for autonomy in the 
community, lead to more undermine intrinsic motivation of voluntary participation. For 
example, the host firm, generally, offers two types of rewards: engagement rewards, 
people have to engage in the task to get the reward, and performance rewards, people 
have to meet some standard in order to maximize rewards. In this case, if the reward 
provided by the host firm does not convey enough positive information that signifies a 
VC member's excellent performance or competence, a way to promote her or his identity, 
there is little or nothing to counteract the negative effects of the control. So the reward is 
likely to be experienced as controlling the task behavior. Therefore, rewards may even 
more undermine VC members' intrinsic motivation of voluntary participation, a free-
choice behavior. 
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
Prior to discussing the implications of findings, the author acknowledges the limitations 
of this study. 
First, although the sample size of the study is adequate for testing the theoretical model, 
the survey was conducted in only four communities. Hence, some of the findings 
reported here may not extend to other community settings. Additional investigation with 
other types of online communities such as brand community, problem-solving or 
technical support community is necessary to generate findings that are more robust and 
generalizable. Furthermore, since the number of responses from the studied communities 
is asymmetric, it may not be possible to test path coefficients and significance across the 
four sites studied. An application of hierarchical linear model on a sample containing a 
wide range of online communities (e.g. 20 online communities and 30 respondents each) 
would be useful to evaluate typical characteristics of a firm-hosted online community. 
Second, because of the cross-sectional design of this study, the significant paths between 
constructs can only be interpreted as correlation. The causal inferences are actually based 
on theoretical argumentation. The author acknowledges the possibility of non-recursive 
relationships between the studied constructs. For instance, sense of virtual community 
may be an effective predictor of customer citizenship performance and level of 
communication may be an effective mean to increase sense of virtual community. 
However, it is also possible that individuals may develop a positive sense toward the 
firm-hosted community while participating in events supported by the firm or their 
excitement about the community may urge them to communicate to other members even 
more. Further studies employing longitudinal or experimental designs would help clarify 
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the causal relationship between constructs. A longitudinal study that relates sense of 
virtual community and customer citizenship performance to longer-term member activity 
and behavior would enrich the findings further. 
Finally, even though the study clearly emphasized the importance of studying moderating 
effects, the paper did not find a consistent pattern between predictor and moderator 
variables. The exact nature of the influence of C2C social constructs (i.e. sense of virtual 
community and VC loyalty) and firm supports on B2C relational constructs (i.e., trust and 
customer citizenship performance should therefore be investigated in future research. For 
example, an external experiment would be helpful to explore the moderating effect more 
deeply. 
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CONTRIBUTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
The paper makes four theoretical and managerial contributions. First, the paper presents 
an interdisciplinary review of extant literature on firm-hosted virtual communities and 
builds on it to develop a conceptualization of relationships between customer-customer 
social outcomes and customer-business relational outcomes. Second, while previous 
research has predominantly focused on firm support as an antecedent of trust in 
customer-business dyadic relationships (Porter, 2004), this research investigates the role 
of firm support as a moderator of social relational relationships. Third, the study extends 
the notion of relationship marketing to include customer-customer relationships which 
has been forgotten in the marketing literature (Clark & Martin, 1994). The implication is 
that the host firm can use customers themselves to build long-term customer 
relationships, and based on it to maintain and increase the firm's market share. Finally, 
from a managerial perspective, this study proposes a general framework that can enable 
companies to better understand some of the key aspects that define and drive loyalty in 
online communities. Since sense of community is unique to a specific community, this 
dissertation also illustrates that a virtual community is an inimitable asset which can be 
used as a strategic tool to build competitive advantage by a firm in an online 
environment. 
In conclusion, the author have studied the influence of social C2C outcomes on relational 
B2C outcomes with a particular attention to the potential moderating effects of firm 
supports in firm-hosted online communities. The overall finding that emerges from the 
dissertation is that customer citizenship performance is strongly impacted by a 
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customer's sense of virtual community, loyalty to the community, and trusting beliefs to 
the host firm. 
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APPENDIX 
A: VIRTUAL COMMUNITY QUESTIONNAIRE 
Research Survey of Online Community 
Directions: Each response in the following questions is a seven-point scale ranging from 
strongly disagree to strongly agree. Please carefully read and answer the following 
questions to the best of your knowledge. 
Ql. Regarding your participation in [Target Community], please indicate whether 
you agree or disagree with the following statements 
1 can gel whal I ileal in | I a ryot 
(ommunil) | 
[Target Community] helps me fulfill 
my needs 
I see myself as part of [Target 
Community] 
I feel that I belong in [Target 
Community] 
I haw :i yciod bond with others in 
| I argot Community | 
I feel socially connected to [Target 
Community] 
I have a *;a\ about what goes on in 
| 1 argot Community] 
People in [Target Community] are 
good at influencing each other 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Neutral Somewhat Agree Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Agree 
() ( ) n 
0 0 < 
( ) ( ) ( 
0 0 < 
o n < 






() 0 () 
c) o i i 
0 0 0 
( ) O i i 
() 0 () 
() 
() 0 
) () ) ( 
) 0 0 () 0 
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Sense of community is defined to include needs fulfillment (a perception that members' 
needs will be met by the community), group membership (a feeling of belonging or a 
sense of interpersonal relatedness), influence (a sense that one matters, or can make a 
difference, in a community and that the community matters to its members), and 
emotional connection (a feeling of attachment or bonding rooted in members' shared 
history, place or experience). 
Q2. When you are online in [Target Community], to what extent do you feel a sense 
of community? 
Very Week Week Slightly Week Neutral Slightly Strong Strong Very Strong 
0 0 0 () 0 0 0 




recommend [Target Community] to 
nonmembers. 
continue my membership in [Target 
Community]. 
de\otc more lime and effort lo 
[ I argot Communil) | tlun (o other < ) 
communities 
Q4. When I need help, members in [Target Community] are willing to 
give me appropriate inlomialion or 
guidance. 
offer concrete financial/material 
assistance relevant to my inquiries 
show their positively emotional 
supports (cheering, understanding, 
sympathizing.etc.) 
I am willing to 
2 3 4 5 6 7 
Disagree Somewhat Neutral Somewhat Agee Strongly 
Disagree Agree Agree 
() O () () () O 
0 0 0 0 0 0 
I I I ) ( I I ) I I ( I 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Neutral Somewhat Agree Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Agree 
i I ( i i ) I I I ) ( I i l 
0 () 0 0 0 () 0 
() () () O () () () 
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Q5. Please indicate whether you agree or disagree with the following statements 
about [Target Firm] 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Neutral Somewhat Agree Strongly 
I talk favorably about [Target Firm| 
and its products/services to other 
members and nonmembcrs. 
I would recommend [Target Firm]'s 
products/services to other members () () () () () () () 
and nonmembers. 
isagree 
(> ( ) 
Disagree 





I intend to continue buying aiul using 
| larget Firm I'* product* services. 
I am willing to participate in programs 
and events sponsored by [Target Firm] 
i i i i ( ) i i ( ) i t ( i 
0 () 0 () 0 0 () 
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
I make constructive suggestions to 
[Target l;irm| on how to improve its () () () () () () () 
products/services. 
If I notice a problem at [Target Firm], 
I inform the community board, or 
other members, even if it doesn't 
affect me 
I let [Target Firm]'s employees know 
of ways that they can better serve my () () () () () () () 
needs. 
I have shared useful information/ideas 
with [Target Firm] on how to improve () () () () () () () 
[Target Community]. 
I help | laigct I irni|'s employees lake 
care of [ I argcl I'nmnumii} |. 
I give [Target Firm]'s employees my 
full cooperation. 
( i i i i i ( i ( > i i i ) 
0 () 0 0 () 0 0 
1 consider helping other members (i.e. 
replying posts, giving advice, sharing () (.) () () O () () 
knowledge, etc.) as my responsibility. 
I carefully observe the rules and 
policies announced by [Target Firm] () () 0 0 0 0 () 
Q6. Regarding the business relationship between [Target Firm] and me, 
that [Target Firm] 
1 2 3 4 5 
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Neutral Somewhat 
Agree 
would act in my best interest. 
would do its best to help me, when I 
need supports. 
considers my welfare, not just its 
own, to make its decisions, 
does NOT consider my interests 
when problems arise. 
is honest in it.*, dealing with inc. 
keeps promises it makes in me 
has hiyh ime.urit\. 
is competent and effective in 
providing producls'services. 
is a capable and proficient online 
community supporter. 
performs its role to fulfill my needs 
very well. 





































1 ) ( 
( 1 1 










Q7. Regarding [Target Firm]'s efforts to support [Target Community], I believe 
that [Target Firm] 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Strongly Disagree Somewhat Neutral Somewhat Agree Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Agree 
provides up ic Jute information. « ' u n () () () n 
provides accurate information. () () () () () () () 
provides a complete set of 
information for its members. 
( i i i < ) ( i i ) i i ( i 
provides well formatted information. () () () () () () () 
i i i i ( i M i i i i i ) 
pro\ ides proper rewards to aclhe 
members lor their el I oris. 
shows proper gratitude to actively 
participating members. 
recognizes members' contribution to 
its well-being. 
encourages different members to 
share feedback. 
pro\ides various tools to encourage 
interaction among members. 
sponsors events/programs to 
encourage friendship among () () () () () () () 
members. 
() () () () () () O 
O 0 O O () () O 
0 0 0 () 0 () 0 
i i i i i i i i < i < i I I 
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How long have you been using [Target Community]? 
( ) Less than V year ( ) l t o 2 years ( )3 to4years ( ) 4 to 5 years ()More than 5 years 
On average, how often do you visit [Target Community]? 
( ) Several times a day 
( ) Once a day 
( ) Several times a week 
( ) Once a week 
( ) Several times a month 
( ) Once a month 
( ) Occasionally 
How many hours per week do you spend on [Target Community]? 
( ) Less than 1 ( ) l t o 4 h o u r s ( ) 5 to 10 hours ()More than 10 hours 
Which of the following choices best describes your membership rank in [Target 
Community]? 
( ) Lowest ()Low ( ) Middle QHigh ( ) Highest ()N/A 
Compared to other members of the community, how often do you post messages on 
[Target Community]? 
( ) Never ( ) Seldom ( ) Sometimes ( ) Frequently ( ) Very frequently 
What is your gender? 
( ) Male ( ) Female 
Which of the following choices best describes your computer skill? 
( ) Professional ( ) Skillful ( ) Intermediate ( ) Beginner 
What is your age range? 
( ) Under 21 ( ) 21 to 30 ( ) 31 to 40 ( ) 41 to 50 ( ) 51 to 65 ( ) 65 or over 
Thank you very much! 
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Askville - Amazon 
AT&T Wireless Forum 
BabyCenter Community 
CambelPs Soup Community 
Cisco Netpro Forum 
Dell Community Forum 
Digital Video Forums 
Ford Forum 
Fourtitude Forums 
Harley Owners Group 
HP-Compaq Forum 
iVillage Message Board 
Kraft Foods Message Boards 
Lego MessageBoard 
ManhattanGMAT Forum 
NBC Message Boards 
Nike Discussions 
Palm Forum 
PASH Wedding Forums 
Sims Community 
Sony Playstation 
The Amex Network Insiders 
Theknot.com Weddings 
Tide Message Board 












http ://www. fordforums.com/forum.php 
http ://forums. fourtitude. com/ 
http://members.hog.com/ 














































Note. NR: Not response 
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C: CALLS FOR PARTICIPATING IN THE SURVEY 
Wamfl$rMr Community 
CawptjeCs Kitchen Nutrition & Wellness 
fco 
. . <"„.m-*i&r •-•• 
Labels for Education I Oar Company Visit our Product Websites •*< 
Campbell 's Krtehen Home » Campbell 's Community » Kocfs * oduZOOB's Bloq 
Welcome odu2008 — 3 members ami 18 Quests online 
Survey Announcement 
LoaOut I Preferences I Print i Help 
I would Bfce to invite you to particpate in the Campeel Community survey sponsored by Old Dominion U nrveraity ami 
supported by KitchenTableHost 
I am a graduate student at Old Dominion University and currently conducting my final thesis focusing on online 
communities. As part of this study. I am conducting a survey about Campbell Community 
Some of you have already responded to this survey but I need lots more participation to make the study meaningful. 
The survey is short and only takes about 5 minutes to complete. Please cfck the below 8nk to take the survey. 
htto:Jjoenwinkle.ts.tMiu.eclu/cai-b!nJawebeoroorgte.<ilPkix=67SELIQ 
Compensation is a 55 Amazon sift card. 
I thank KitchertTabteHost for a valuable support. I also thank other Campbell members for their active participation in 
and contribution to the study. 
Pis. send me a message, if you hare any question about the study. 
Thanks, 
odu 
P/S: Please note that this is an academic study conducted a s part of my thesis and not affiliated with any commercial 
organizations. Your information will be kept strictly confidential and anonymous. Mailing or email address Is used for 
sending the compensation only. 





Re; BODS/GALS - aflmghter Boston bound, where wHI be sfeep before I 
Posted: Apr 14,2008 i:23 PM * in response to: uduZOOB 
'Jb '•% Reply 
Hey everyone <xtu2QQ8 is a Brad student. He has developed s survey pertaininB to Nike, the Nike+ community 
(that's usf) and the ensuing relationship. Some of us have already responded to his survey but he needs tots 
more participation to make the research meaningful. The survey is short and only takes about 5 minutes. 
Go on? You know you want to? Click on the blue Snk below. Bfs painless! 
LadyAudrey 







I'm Calling on all you "COOKS TO HELP" 
• I • • • • . " i • 
Fill 3 j i a shcrt survey and hels-cjt ere cf d,r" see Stusent 





Rate this threi id:t t£' tar£rf i ' 
A senior member of Campbell's called for participating in the survey 
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